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One
Naples, Italy—1876
What is the opposite of déja vu?

Louisa Clemens stopped in consternation barely a fewspaiethe parlor. The room
felt peculiarly different, as if she had never set fio it before. After working six years
for the Winterbottoms, she knew every inch of theirgrarthe blue carpet patterned
with roses, the chintz-covered sofas, the ormolu atotthe mantel, and the glass case
full of ferns in the corner of the bay window—yet gbk as if she had never been there
before.

Plastering a facade of normality over her sudden feefisgrangeness, something
different caught Louisa’s eye, and she turned her headddha side of the room where
a man stood unabashedly staring at her. He was definibdékhe sort of man she would
expect to see in the Winterbottoms’ parlor, ensconcezhgrall their other guests. She
faltered once again, the sensation of foreignness avamgaher.

It was his eyes that she noticed first, piercing eyasstixing her with a gaze that seemed
to search out all her secrets and leave nothing hiddey. Ware dark gray, the color of
cold English skies and frozen cobblestones, with drdybarest hint of the deep,
mysterious ink of midnight.

The rest of the company assembled in the room mayguseth have been invisible for
all the notice Louisa could spare them. Next to himryeuee else seemed utterly
insignificant. He was a tempest, a hurricane, a forqeoseerful that it slammed against
her chest until she could hardly draw a breath. Againstt@re as strong as his, she
would have no chance of resistance.

That was why the room had seemed so strange to her—bdwawss in it. His mere
presence had transformed the Winterbottoms’ parlor inbma of mystery, a place
Louisa no longer recognized.

She shivered in her light cotton gown, drew her Indi@aws closely around her
shoulders, and turned her head away from danger, corgitmivard the mother of the
young children she chaperoned. Even though she could no kegéim, Louisa could
feel the force of his gaze on her, stripping her ahe. knew that she had all of his
attention. Everything about him was focused on her, andainher.

“Ah, Miss Clemens, there you are.” Mrs. Winterbottonstied cheerfully toward Louisa,
her mahogany ringlets bouncing under her cap. “l was justg@ur guests about my
little cherubs and here you are with them both. You hanpeccable timing.”

Though still shaken by the peculiar feeling that lingeredkinspine and the directness of
the stranger’s gaze, Louisa smiled perfunctorily at hgsleyer. “Prudence, Hester,” she



said gently to the two identical twin girls who trotticher side, “make a curtsy for your
mama.”

The girls did as they were bid, holding out their puffedtsiand sinking into a pretty
curtsy, all the while sneaking wide-eyed peeks at the guaegisat the gray-eyed stranger
in particular.

Louisa was not surprised at their curiosity. Even in win@ne and sophisticated
household, where businessmen from many parts of thid wisited Mr. Winterbottom, a
guest like this was most unusual.

She sneaked a look at him herself out of the cornkeeioéye, not wishing to be caught
by his gaze again, or to let him guess her interest. Eaegyabout him was different.
For a start, his skin was tanned to a deep brown, evetafker than the Italians among
whom they lived. His high cheekbones lent his facevarsegrace, and his hair fell in
thick, black waves nearly to his shoulders instead of bezatjynpomaded to sit flat
against his head, the style preferred by most gentlemen.

His clothing was as unusual as his looks. Though his navyjditket was cut in the
usual style, it was richly decorated with heavy gold andereldroidery, and his trousers
were pristine white rather than the more usual black. éfe & round, red, high cap with
a black tassel that made him appear even more exotic, allile other men in the room
were bareheaded, having removed their hats upon coming ingdgoétl out among the
crowd of Europeans as a wild hawk would stand out in ayarenfull of domesticated
chickens.

The girls had dipped into a low curtsy. “Good girls,” Mginterbottom said approvingly
as they straightened up again. “Now then, come and hugnama.”

The pair obediently suffered a hug from their mothe¢heut undue wriggling. Inwardly,
Louisa breathed a sigh of relief. Mrs. Winterbottom wasndhearted woman and
possessed the best of tempers, but the one thing sleahatee all else was having her
fine silk dress ruffled—particularly when she was in theagany of handsome guests, as
she was this evening.

There was no denying that the man who had caught Louisargiah was handsome in
an exotic way. He was much more attractive thampé#ikd young Englishman with
ginger sideburns paying court to one of Mrs. Winterbottdmésds, and even more
good-looking than the dark-haired and debonair Italian cditimd outrageously with
the elderly—and terribly wealthy—dowager in the corner.

Louisa glanced over at Mr. Winterbottom as he pouredghtthe sideboard. Next to
the visitor, even Mr. Winterbottom looked pale and unirstgng. She noticed for the first
time that his hairline was starting to recede and tlesdpite his firmly buttoned
waistcoat, good living had given him a slight paunch. intiast, the stranger looked to



be all hard muscle with barely an ounce of fat on Istmgng and untamed, and quite out
of place in this quiet, gentile setting.

Seeming quite unperturbed by the dangerous allure that hung hbaitanger like a
miasma, Mrs. Winterbottom guided her daughters toward‘{@ome, my dears, make a
curtsy to our guests, especially to Mr. Khair, who hasecall the way from Morocco to
meet you.”

“Khair Bey, if you please. That is my name in my ogauntry.”

His voice matched the rest of him, deep and rich, sordiffédrom the whining nasal
tones of most English visitors. More than that, isw& manner of speaking, the soft lilt
of his voice not found in Louisa’s usual circles, tregtram apart. Even his diction was
perfect, though colored with a marked foreign accent.

The girls curtsied, their eyes fixed on him with uttescfaation. Louisa almost smiled to
think that she was not the only female in the roone&b fiis power.

He bowed and continued speaking. “Such beauty have | s&elyin thousands of miles
of travel across oceans and distant lands. | am capti@ur presence.”

Though perfectly polite, he pushed the boundaries of good msawhen greeting
someone for the first time. A simple “Enchanted, $are” would have more than
sufficed.

The two girls to whom he spoke blushed with his words, theis wide with the
exoticness of the visitor. And as he spoke, Louisa knilvumreasoned but unswerving
conviction that, while he spoke to the girls in her gbahe was actually addressing her.

Hester—or was it Prudence?—gave a tiny giggle, but quieidyessed it after a stern
look from her mama.

Mrs. Winterbottom seated herself on the sofa andufrarranged her skirts by her
side. Her daughters arranged themselves in similar fablyitimeir mother, knowing she
would never tolerate anything higgledy-piggledy in this mededy of parlors. With a
sideways glance at the intriguing stranger, Louisa me@destanding just inside the
doorway, ready if she were needed for some minor emeygemerhaps tea spilled on
Prudence’s new gown or incipient tears from the eagiet Hester. Her services would
then be needed to change the gown or to wipe away tiselteare delivering her
charges back to their proud mama in pristine condition arare.

For once she was pleased to stay in the parlorfw aninutes while Mrs. Winterbottom
showed off her daughters to the visitors. Though algjtressts would no doubt utterly
ignore Louisa’s silent presence by the door, at leastshld sneak the odd glance at
Khair Bey when he was looking elsewhere. She had rmefere met a man who had
interested her so much at first sight.



To her surprise, however, Khair Bey immediately bowefilant of her. “And this
charming young lady is...?” he inquired of his host.

Mrs. Winterbottom raised her eyebrows at his query, lsuhdi rise from the sofa. “That
is Louisa Clemens,” she said dismissively, with aevaizher hand, “my dear angels’
nursery maid.”

Clearly Khair Bey did not understand from Mrs. Wintdtbo's reply that Louisa was
not an equal in this household, but merely a servant.l@rdid understand, he
deliberately ignored her lowly status. His next questias aimed directly at her, once
again in that forthright manner. “Are you a relatierty hosts?”

Louisa gave Mrs. Winterbottom an awkward glance. Herl@ysp was almost scowling
at her guest’s breach of etiquette. One simply did not&sgrvants when in polite
company, and one certainly did not speak to them as equad& ¢o be introduced. It
was as if he’d asked for an introduction to one of théedglants that stood at attention
in the dining room.

Louisa had discovered soon enough that she was fair fgaitiee gentlemen visitors of
the house to pester in the hallways, in the gardenhenewer they could get her alone.
But they never acknowledged her in company—not evenyfliad been vowing their
undying love to her or begging her to warm their bed not halfcaur before in the rose
garden.

But Khair Bey was talking directly to her—and in the h@etior, too. Never having been
placed in such a situation before, she was not suretala®. Politeness meant she could
not refuse to answer him, but as a servant, she coukhtetinto a conversation with a
visitor as if she were one of the guests. The very natas absurd. She could see no
way out of her dilemma.

Mrs. Winterbottom rescued her with a little sniff a$gleasure. “No, she is no relation.”

Khair Bey gave Louisa the merest hint of a smile feefarning to his hostess. “I
apologize if | have disturbed you by asking, but in Morad®ocare of our children is a
task that is never left to strangers. Only the closdatives or the most trustworthy of
friends are permitted to have a hand in their upbringihgt i why | thought perhaps
she was a relative—maybe your unmarried sister.”

Mr. Winterbottom gave a genial shake of his head as lseg@asglass of sherry to Khair
Bey. A successful fabric merchant who had traveleaudin much of Europe and even
into India and other parts, he had no doubt come anorasg customs stranger than this.
“No offense taken. | knew the girl's father. | did somssiness with him a number of
years ago, when he was in a better situation. Weheok some years ago, when the
girls were born. She’s become quite a member ofatrely.”



Louisa allowed herself a small smile at his words. Mayla¢ was stretching the truth
just a little. She was their nursery maid, a sern@né was paid a wage to perform a
task—that was the extent of her interaction withdmaployers. But she loved the
children and they loved her, the family was a happy, amelered one, and she was
content with her position.

Khair Bey looked at her over the top of his sherrgglldout made no attempt to drink.
“Delightful, utterly delightful.”

Once again, Louisa knew that the words were meantefgramd only for her.

She stood up a little straighter in her post by the dagywilling herself not to let any
sign of pleased vanity escape her at his notice. Judgihglnyothing, he was a very
wealthy merchant or the like, and she was nothing butsery maid. While the
Winterbottoms always treated her with the utmospeet, she had received plenty of the
wrong sort of attention from their friends and acquaicés—men who thought it was
their right to be entertained by any servant who took taacy, who assumed that her
lowly station came accompanied with low morals, and wied to buy her virtue. All of
them had been rebuffed with the same sweet smile th#teyi had looked closely, they
would have realized—never reached her eyes.

Louisa did not want to know whatever path Khair Bey migke to fulfill his desires, for
he would not find a willing accomplice in her. She wopldfer to be spared the pain of
having to refuse him, too, if he tried to come courting. ¢tnsed to be the kind of man
she could almost like.

She stood and watched as he made much of Prudence and &dsieng their
matching yellow and white dresses and applauding loudly iathking performance on
the pianoforte. Mrs. Winterbottom beamed with pride argeompliment he paid them.
Certainly he had found a way into their mother’s hegine looked as if she wanted to
throw her arms around him and kiss him for recognizingtiperior sweetness and
intelligence of her darling offspring.

But although his attention seemed focused on the childrerasiLouisa to whom his
gaze continually returned. His watchful eyes followeddseshe handed Hester a clean
pocket handkerchief and retied a stray hair ribbon for Pngddfven when she stood out
of the way at her post near the door, she could feedyes on her, taking in every move
she made. He watched her as a cat would fix its gazdatritde mouse that unwittingly
strayed into its path.

It was clear that Louisa would have to be wary of hii@.had the look of a man who was
used to getting whatever he wanted—and he was eyeing iéreasere parched with
thirst and she was a long, cold glass of fresh springwake shivered slightly, whether
from the cool evening air and her distance from the dirésom something altogether
less familiar.



“Will the children be joining us for dinner?” Though his vowas deep and soft, it
carried an authority all its own. Once again, Louigaced that his rhythm of speaking
made him stand out from the crowd. She could listen tadikmg all day and not tire of
the soft lilt to his speech.

Mr. Winterbottom, to whom the query was addressed, loakadst pained at the idea.
“The girls eat in the nursery—bread, milk, and otheolbome foods; nothing too rich
to upset their delicate young stomachs.”

Mrs. Winterbottom turned beseeching eyes on her husbankl{ySust this once they
could eat downstairs with us. We are a smallish partight and they have been so well
behaved. Our other guests will not mind. And if Mr. Khaimdan Khair Bey, has no
objection...”

Indeed, Khair Bey had no objection. “Their nursery maiginstay for dinner as well,”
he proclaimed in a regal fashion. “She can keep watahtbgen. That way you can be
sure they will be no trouble at all.”

“What a capital idea!” Mrs. Winterbottom clapped herdwtogether. “Come, Louisa,
you must stay and dine with us tonight. You can mind the jgst as well down here for
once.”

Louisa swallowed hard, her breath caught with surprisieegproposition. She had been
counting on taking her leave very shortly with the erdingt the girls’ dinner would be
ready in the nursery. In the six years that she had theeir nursery maid, she could
count on the fingers of one hand the number of timgshad invited the children to dine
with them. And never before had they asked her to j@mt

She shot a glance at Khair Bey. As she had expectedyés were gleaming with
triumph. He had wanted to dine with her, and he planrsaltitat she could not refuse.

She directed a brief scowl in his direction. Whatéhebaited his hook with, she would
not bite. “If you wish me to.”

“We all wish it,” Khair Bey confirmed.

She shrugged the feeling of his voice from her shouldeesything he said, however
innocuous it was, sounded obscenely like a caress.

Mrs. Winterbottom shot her a curious look. “If youlwiot be uncomfortable, that is. |
know you are not dressed for dinner, but none of us will rhind.

Louisa felt her face grow hot, suddenly aware of how ungnasbe must appear. “l will
be glad to stay. Thank you for your kind invitation.”



Mrs. Winterbottom beamed. “Good, that’s settled thdhth&ee of you shall dine with
us.”

Khair Bey managed to organize affairs so that Louisas@ated next to him at dinner.
Somehow she wasn't surprised. He was clearly experienggtamg exactly what he
wanted, and it was becoming increasingly obvious that thdiseeye on her.

Throughout the first course, she tried her best to ghen, instead attending
assiduously to Hester on her other side. But as the soup Wewne being removed, a
significant nod by Mrs. Winterbottom awakened her sefsbl@ation. The children
were not too young to be taught good manners, and as theirynonaiel she ought to set
a good example. She turned to Khair Bey with a pleasaié. “Are you staying long in
Naples, Khair Bey?”

He twirled the stem of his empty wineglass between hgefis. He had refused wine and
asked instead for water. His nails were cut short and sgunar his palms looked
calloused, as if he had labored hard and long with hidsh&As long as it takes me to
conclude my business here.” His teeth were white and avée smiled—the teeth of a
predator.

Louisa suppressed a shiver. She was allowing her fancy tevaynveith her. He was
nothing but a businessman, come to enjoy an informal dmlether employers. “And
what business do you have here in Italy?”

His eyes narrowed fractionally. “I have many businassrésts.”

She arched one eyebrow at him. Clearly, he was eemafsthe polite nonanswer.
“Please, do not divulge any state secrets on my accddet.Smile took any sting from
her words. “But if you prefer to converse with your otheighbor,” and she nodded to
indicate the racy young widow seated on the other ditierg “then | will be happy to
oblige you.”

A discreet—and timely—tug on her sleeve made her turn baldkester, who required
some assistance to cut her portion of roast beef.

The moment she was finished, he reclaimed her atterftiovould be impolite of me to
monopolize Mrs. Tofts with my conversation. She, toas another neighbor who is
eagerly awaiting her notice.”

Mrs. Tofts looked rather glum at this, but she turned ba¢ke elderly colonel seated on
her other side with only a slight moue of disappointment.



Louisa gave Khair Bey another slight smile and begaatder dinner in silence,
determined to let him make the conversation if he wisbedlk. She had tried once
already and had been rebuffed.

Khair Bey looked at her for some moments before hkespgain. “Have you been a
nursery maid for long?”

She saw no reason to prevaricate, as he had donaevittfor nearly six years now.”
“You must have been very young when you started.”
“l was sixteen—quite old enough to be useful.”

“You are a long way from home, my pretty little Engli®se.” His voice was low, too
soft for the other guests to hear. “One does not oéerssch pink cheeks and fair hair in
the south of Italy.”

She shrugged, refusing to let him turn her head with hiseaapliments. Her pale skin
and fair hair were merely accidents of her birth, maggtshe could take credit for. “The
English climate was no good for my chest. | took the path the Winterbottoms to
travel with them into Italy. It is so much warmedadrier here.”

“You prefer the Italian climate?”

She nodded. “England is always so cold and damp. I'm n&ingdorward to returning
there—except to see my brother and sisters, of counsissithem all greatly, but | don’t
miss the cough that plagued me through every English winter

“If you like the heat, you will love my country.” He piakeip her hand and brought it to
his lips before he spoke again. “Our houses are builtorsttelter us from the cold, but to
shield us from the heat of the sun. My house has a pavetyard shaded by orange
trees, where fountains cool the air and provide a soothusic. Even in the depths of
winter it is never cold, unless you travel into the mauns. You will be happy there.”

Louisa smiled a little uneasily at his presumption asngtielrew her hand from his
clasp. Even if his house had a thousand courtyards, shenhiesly to see a single one.
When Mr. Winterbottom’s business interests requiredtbigo overseas, he generally
traveled alone, usually leaving his wife and children at thause in Naples. Since
arriving there to work for the Winterbottoms, she had n&feNaples. “It sounds very
pretty. You must miss your home.” Her voice, though gldasant, had lost its warmth,
and she edged away from him slightly. He made her fepb&d, as if he was slowly but
surely driving her into a corner from which she could oipe.

“But Morocco is not all fountains and orange trees,iWaened, his tone darkening.
“Parts of it are still as wild and untamed as they weoee than a thousand years ago.
There is a desert in the south where there is nothingdmat, yellow sand, with dunes



that march to the horizon. The heat there is sadiéihat no man can withstand it. Even
camels, who are made for the heat and can survive withimking for weeks at a time,
cannot survive for long there.”

He captured her gaze with his own. “Morocco, and the pavpdelive there, can be as
gentle as a lamb or as savage as a lion, depending wayhidey are treated in return.”

“They are the same as any other people then,” shedeplilittle tartly. Did he think he
would frighten her with tales of Moroccan ferocity®@ Mles of barbaric cruelty from
other lands could upset her. She had suffered worse ¢heoutd imagine at the hands of
her own countrymen, in the so-called civilized coumtf¥ngland. As a child, she had
been put in the workhouse and nearly starved to death thrmufglult of her own, but
because of her father’s business debts.

If he thought she was a hothouse flower that wilteth@first sign of adversity, he would
find himself sorely mistaken. Though she might look patt lzave a weak chest, the
heart that beat inside it was stronger than many argroan’s.

His eyes narrowed at her tone of voice. Taking a hfalibf roast beef, he chewed it
thoughtfully and swallowed. “Have you been with the séaneily all this time?”

“Since | came to Naples, yes, | have. The girls and fof me and | am of them.” She
gave a tiny sigh. “But they are at the age where thegl aggoverness more than a
nursery maid. | fear | shall have to look for anothestshortly—hopefully another
English family here. | would be sad to have to leave.ltal

“You will not teach them?”

She winced at his question; he had touched on a sore goaduld if | could,” she
admitted, “but | fear | would make a woeful governess.dvism education came to a
premature end. | could no more teach them geography ortHiesne | could fly. | can
read and write, and keep simple accounts, but that isdalinot have a single elegant
accomplishment. Dancing, painting, and even playing theopare quite beyond me.”

“Come to Morocco and teach my children.”

“You have children?” A spurt of anger arose in her bregist. should have guessed that
he was married with a family—the majority of her masdent admirers were. Still, she
was disappointed in him. For a few moments she had alikedthim. It was a wonder
how he had the gall to openly pursue her when he had amdfehildren waiting at
home—and under his hosts’ own roof! He was no betterttiarest of them.

“Not yet.” He grinned easily at her. “But together vas quickly remedy that small
problem.”



She suppressed the guilty pleasure she received at heaxiras Im@t married, but her
throat flushed at the rather forward proposal to rgniesl lack of children. Wed or not, it
made no difference to her. He was a bey—a man of ygadiver, and influence. Such
men wanted her for only one thing, and she had no intergs/ing it to them. Though
she was only a nursery maid, she had as much pride asesgugbrobably more, since
she had to fight for hers so often. “I don't think sshé replied in her most quelling tone.
“I am not interested in any such proposition.”

Her words were a lie. Khair Bey interested her moaa my other man she had met in
the Winterbottoms’ parlor—or anywhere. He had treatechbeas a servant but as an
equal, with politeness and deference—a courtesy she waseubto. The orange trees
and fountains he had described sounded so beautiful, and shitlexe to look out over
a sea of sand from the back of a camel, with a handsmamnesuch as Khair Bey sharing
her saddle.

She gave herself a little shake. Such wishes were dagreams, and she was too
sensible to indulge in futile dreaming for long.

Though the footman had not yet begun to clear the dishélsefalessert that would
follow, she turned her head firmly away from Khair Beynproper conversation and
attended instead to Hester’s dropped napkin.

Khair Bey looked with some amusement at the back giteigy dinner companion’s
head, but she pretended to be oblivious to his pres@mtgthe tide of creeping color
that suffused the back of her neck hinted that she wtaigmorant of, nor immune to, his
proximity.

She was so prickly, this little English rose he hadhtbhiding in the south of Italy. From
the moment he had seen her glide into the parloratidoben utterly transfixed by her
ethereal loveliness. Her skin was so pale it was dlimasslucent, and her glorious hair
was the color of his homeland’s desert sands. Onet snele at the young children in
her charge, and he was utterly enraptured. Beauty wayslwelcome in a woman, but
such a genuine sweetness of temper was infinitely azskmore precious. Her company
at dinner had confirmed his first impressions of her. Thainghtried hard to feign a
prickly exterior, her prickles were clearly only skieep. He knew that underneath she
was all sweet woman.

How fortunate for him that she was not related to bst$ Although it would be bad
form to seduce her while he was under their roof, sheavgasvant, and seducing
servants was not unheard of, nor unforgivable. If she hauMee Winterbottom’s
younger sister or niece, as he had first suspected, el Wave had to tread much more
carefully. He did not want to risk losing the lucrativesimess he was engaged in with
Mr. Winterbottom merely for the sake of a woman—his samity depended on him too
much to carelessly jeopardize their welfare. He mighhéave been forced to offer to



take her as his wife, if he had been caught in an awksitration with her.
Entanglements like that were best avoided wheneveailpes

He let a smile curve his lips. As it was, he would hawveurch difficulties in his path.
Alone and without powerful friends as she was, she walilahto his hands as easily as
picking a ripe date. The idea pleased him—he did not Heevpdtience or the
temperament for long courtships.

He carried on a desultory conversation with his othgghtwer at the dinner table.
Ordinarily he would have considered Mrs. Tofts a pretbynan, and he would have been
suitably grateful to his hosts for pairing him with her. Bnj however, he had little
patience for her practiced flirtations, the way shetgmded to hang on his every word as
if it were gold, or the manner in which she accidentalished against him at every
opportunity.

Women such as Mrs. Tofts could be found everywhere hedurEuropean women
without companions, or bored with the men they had nairseeking to find
entertainment in another man’s embrace. Though he desh&ethck of morals, he was
hypocrite enough to take advantage of them. He saw nonréasefuse what they
offered so freely.

His looks were sufficiently exotic in most Europeanmties for him to stand out from
the crowd, but he was realistic enough to understandihédce was not the main
reason women flocked around him. His fabled wealth wsaat as great an attraction,
not to mention his generosity to his bed partners—hiskvelivn habit of leaving a
pretty bracelet or other trinket to remember him by ensinadhis advances were
seldom rebuffed. A rich man with a reputation for lasgesas—for most women he had
met outside his homeland—a prize worth having.

Any other night, he would have made an assignation with Wbfts for later in the
evening and spent the night pleasuring her and being pleasustdrim If she had
delighted him sufficiently, he might even have repeatedrwtation. Her bosom was
certainly plump and full—her dress left little to hisagination—and judging by the
breathy sighs she had made in his ear all evening, Heppssy would be wet and
hungry for the taste of his big cock. She would no doubt lywea good ride, and earn
her parting gift with her enthusiasm, if not with Hieesse.

But tonight Mrs. Tofts’ rather obvious charms left ldold. Too much of her was on
display for anyone to see: her hair, her arms, teadbs, even a hint of ankle. The more
that was on show, the colder it left him. There woulshdenystery in bedding her, no
discovery in taking off her clothes, removing her inhdyis, and coaxing her into his
bed.

Louisa, the pretty nursery maid, was another story.dress modestly covered her
bosom and even her beautiful hair was mostly covered inedgriain cap. She was
dressed more like his own countrywomen than anyoneretbe room. Women in



Morocco believed that a little mystery did not dimingslvoman’s allure but rather added
to it—and he agreed with them wholeheartedly. Prettydabuias obviously of the same
mind, taking care to hide all her treasures from view. Pensgédudir to his bed would be
like unwrapping a delicious package, a gift meant only for him

His mouth watered with anticipation. He took anothealow of water and grimaced at
its muddy taste. Though as a matter of principle he didlmak wine or spirits if he
could politely refuse to do so, he might have to chang&vlys if he was to remain
much longer in Italy. The water here was far remdvenh the crystal clear springwater
he was used to.

No matter—why should he care about the quality of thematitaly when the quality of
the women was inarguable? He had not met so tempting almsiseuisa for months.
Already he could almost feel the softness of her, lagid the firm thrust of her breasts
against his palms. Her thighs would be plump and soft, ard Wa slid his hand right
up to her private parts, her pussy would be covered irdmen, and dripping with
welcoming moisture. Though she would try to deny it wigh\words, her body would
tell its own story. She would be ready for him—mor@tiheady—and by the time he
took her, she would want him as much as he already dhete

How tight she would be against him as he slowly entereditet with one finger, and
then two, getting her used to the sensation of being dpeh&aving her body
discovered by a man. Then, when she had become acedstorthe new sensation of
being stretched, he would move on top of her and positroadif right at the entrance of
her pussy. She would be almost too tight for his cockhéwtould push into her slowly,
breaching her maidenhead, opening her wider with every thmtdthe was buried in

her up to the hilt.

He took another swig of the brackish water to cool hasnb The evening was only just
beginning and already his balls were aching with the thoefglcking her. Usually he
steered clear of virgins—they were more trouble thay were worth—but he would
make an exception for Louisa. He would be the first nm@ntgok into her bed and into
her body, and he would teach her to find joy.

How glad he was that he had decided to remain in Naplestdude his business. He
had a great many beautiful woven carpets to sell, andugithMr. Winterbottom was
only one of the Italian merchants who were anxiousugothem, he had a reputation for
fair and honest dealings. So Khair Bey had accepted thesasgpitality, and with it an
unspoken agreement to give him the first rights of refogat his choicest offerings.

It was his good luck that Mr. Winterbottom had such a detiglffer him in return.
The remainder of the dinner passed with an interminatenglss. Mrs. Tofts made

every effort to monopolize his attention over dessat, Louisa refused to be drawn
back into a conversation with him. Though she was a#dao him, she was determined



to resist it. Poor young woman, he thought. This wast&lsdte could never win. He
would not allow her to maintain her resistance for long.

Now that he had made the decision to seduce her, henpasient to get on with the
business of the evening so he could be free to pursue hisypkirsterests. Every minute
he spent in her company without being able to coverdfensck with nibbling kisses or
stroke her naked breasts and belly, was a minute wastezh W wanted something, he
wanted it immediately. He shifted uncomfortably in hisighaurreptitiously adjusting
himself beneath the tablecloth to give himself the exioan he needed. Just thinking
about taking the girl to his bed had made his cock hardemthamwomfortable.

He was almost out of patience altogether when Mrsitékhhottom arose from the table.
Finally, this is what he had been waiting for—the sigoathe ladies to depatrt.
Immediately he felt more at ease, knowing that dinres almost over. Despite having
dined with a number of European families over the magtweeks, he could not get used
to men and women eating together at the same tablehameimen with their faces
uncovered. He was traditional enough that such a disphagr isat well with him.

Dining with a woman was meant to be an intimate affedt,this promiscuous
intermingling of male and female bodies around a tabshduld be just the two of them,
sitting on cushions around a low table. He would hand-feetehder pieces of seasoned
lamb and sweet figs. Then, when they had eaten iheief would lie her down on the
cushions and make love to her until their hunger foh @slcer was assuaged...

He greedily watched Louisa as she stood, her back kegttagously to him. Her display
of indifference could not fool him. She was intriguediiopy—he could sense her
interest. Though she tried to fix her attention elsswhher gaze always returned to him,
particularly when she thought he was looking elsewh¢eenad caught her attention, and
that was the first and most critical step in any sadncWith a girl as young and
inexperienced as she was, the rest ought to be child’s play

Soon—soon he would have her in his arms and touch herwarited to, as he needed
to.

The children were already yawning and sleepily rubbing &hes. His sense of
anticipation heightened. Louisa would surely not lingehendrawing room with the
other women, but would take the girls off to bed. Oncewercharges were settled for
the night, it would leave her free to be taken to his bed.

Louisa’s hips swayed provocatively under her modest gevaha left the room. She
knew he was watching her, the minx, and she wanted to émicédamn it all, he was
already so enticed that his cock felt as though it woutdtlout of his trousers. She had
no need to provoke him further.

He breathed a sigh of relief when the door closed beherd #nd the men were left
alone. Without Louisa tantalizingly close by his sidehaut her perfume in his nostrils,



he would finally be able to concentrate on arrangingéhe of the carpets that had been
entrusted to his care.

He passed the port to the man next to him without fillirggglass.

The man looked at him curiously, his bloodshot eyes blinkinaribfeas he filled his
own glass to the brim. “You don’t drink port?”

“| prefer to conduct my business with a clear head.”

The man took a deep swig from his glass before refiltimgd passing the bottle on. *I
never trust a fellow who won't drink with me.” His wei was slurred. “Specially not a
rum-looking fellow like you. You're too black by half fomy liking...” His words tailed
off into an indistinct muttering.

“Then it is lucky | am not doing business with you,”d{hBey replied equably. There
was no point in getting into an argument at his hoatiet even when faced with
outright rudeness.

“Jack, move over for a moment, will you?” Mr. Winbettom came over and displaced
the sot, who wandered out of the dining room in a dazed taclearly looking for
somewhere to relieve himself.

Mr. Winterbottom'’s glass, Khair Bey noticed, wad tuflwater like his own. His
estimation of his host raised a notch. Only a foolidéxd his wits with wine when
business matters were on the table. “Thank you for invitigo dinner. The food was
very fine, as was the company.”

“You are welcome.” Mr. Winterbottom leaned forward dmered his voice a trifle.
“Now, about the matter of business we were to disasglit. You know | am interested
in your goods and | will pay a fair price for them.”

“I have heard you deal fairly.”

Mr. Winterbottom accepted the words not as a complinntas his due. “I do. How
many carpets can you put aside for me?”

Khair Bey shrugged. He had already decided to do businestheithan or he would
never have accepted his hospitality. “You may buy as raaryu like, provided we can
agree on the terms.”

Mr. Winterbottom'’s eyes glinted with satisfactiorntla¢ ease of his triumph. “You will
not regret it, | can assure you.”

Khair Bey cut short his thanks with a wave of onechdhhave one condition to the
sale.”



“And that is?” The light in Mr. Winterbottom’s eyeasrhed from triumphant to
suspicious.

“I have taken a fancy to Naples and would like to see mbite Offer me a bed in your
house for ten days, and you may buy as many carpetsiagose.”

Mr. Winterbottom hesitated. “Is this anything to do with aursery maid, Louisa?” he
asked slowly. “I saw how you were looking at her thisrdvg—as if you wanted to eat
her.”

Khair Bey looked him straight in the eye. “What businsssof yours?”

“Her father was an honest man and she is under my piootecwould not have her hurt
in any way.”

Khair Bey merely looked at him in silence, daring himefuse.

Mr. Winterbottom was the first to look away. “Very lyggou may stay with us as you
wish.” He beckoned to a footman standing in the cornemdamspered instructions to
him. “The maids will make a room ready for you.”

“Thank you. You are very kind.” Inside his heart was ergltiAs their houseguest, he
would have numerous opportunities to further his acquaintaitbd.ouisa—and he
would be sure to take maximum advantage of them. Mr. Winttewrots compliance had
just given him ten nights of having Louisa in his bed. Tyautld be more than enough
time to sate himself.

“And the price of the carpets?” Mr. Winterbottom queridthat do you want per
piece?”

His gratitude did not extend to giving Mr. Winterbottom a siqglee without
considering the fineness of the weave. “I shall taketgathe warehouse tomorrow
where you can examine a selection of different gradese you are satisfied with the
guality of the goods, we can agree on a final price fon gazde.”

Mr. Winterbottom looked as though he might protest, haiKBey was in no mood to
dicker over the finer points of their deal tonight. Hel Imore pressing matters on his
mind, which he intended to draw to a satisfactory conclustosoon as he could—
tonight, if fortune favored him. “Now, if you will excasne, would you kindly have a
maid show me to my room? | have had a long day.”

Two

Safely in the nursery, Louisa tucked a stray curl behind Rogdeear and drew the
coverlets up over Hester’s shoulders. “Good night, Hvesets.”



Exhausted from the unaccustomed excitement of dining wetkyribwn-ups and staying
up long past their usual bedtime, the young girls weredlrealf asleep. Hester
muttered something that might have been “good night” in réplydence gave a gentle
snore.

Louisa extinguished the gas lamps, leaving the room in dezkaed tiptoed out of the
nursery.

Her room was conveniently located right next to thesgislo she could hear if they woke
up and needed something in the night. Luckily for her, theg Wweth sound sleepers and
seldom disturbed her rest.

She liked the quiet time in the evenings when the childere settled in bed. Both the
cook and the housekeeper had become good friends of hershee the children were
asleep, she would often go to the housekeeper’s sitting aodrthey would chat while
she mended the girls’ clothes or darned their stockingsyEso often, the housekeeper
would bring out a bottle of sherry and they would eaclosip small glass to wash down
a slice of leftover seed cake or a macaroon purloined therkitchen. Mrs. Harris, the
cook, made scrumptious macaroons—Iovely crisp bites adts@ss that melted on your
tongue. Despite the excellent dinner she had been stenvigtit, her mouth watered just
thinking about them.

Given that she had never before been asked to dine sdrtieetable as her employers, it
was a shame that she had hardly tasted her dinner. igébaeat the table had made
sure of that. Sitting beside him had completely robbedheer appetite. Throughout the
entire meal, he had looked at her as if he wanted to d&éeounstead of what was on his
plate. How could she concentrate on eating when sudedatalked her?

The nearness of him had set her body tingling with aveaerShe could tell exactly
where he was, even when she was turned away and teéadheyneeds of one or the
other of her small charges. It was almost as if skealneextra sense, one tuned only on
him. No movement he made, however small, was beiritsatbtice.

She had never really understood before what made somg yeem—and older men,
too—sniff around her skirts as if they were dogs in heaheNsf them had ever so much
as roused a spark of interest in her. Even the mosispett of them had left her
completely unmoved.

But Khair Bey was different, and therein lay the dang&e would have to watch herself
just as much as she would have to watch him. It was hardesist a man’s attentions
when you secretly wanted to feel his hands under yousskirbking your thighs,
delving between your legs to touch you where you burned for him...

She gave herself a little shake. There was no sétisg slone in her little room
obsessing about her reaction to a casual strangerotile wertainly waste no sleep over
her. Company was what she needed tonight. Closing theéaber bedroom behind her,



she made her way quietly down the servants’ stairs amckkd on the housekeeper’s
parlor door.

Mrs. Botham ushered her in with a smile. “Come in akd taload off,” she said,
gesturing to the small chintz-covered sofa in the coftige been that bothered and
fussed all day, with preparing for the dinner party and Hang to get the maids to
make up a room for an unexpected guest at the last minuteganyis fair spinning. |
was just having a bit of a tipple to put myself to righ&kie gave a wink as she fetched
another glass from the sideboard and poured a heftycafwsigerry into it. “And you
know what they say about drinking alone.”

“l can soon fix that,” Louisa said, accepting the gléisd Mrs. Botham held out to her.
She sipped appreciatively at the golden liquid, feeling déanwth seep into her bones.
There was nothing quite like a glass of sweet shemypégasant company to unwind
after a long day.

The two of them sat in companionable silence for arfemnents, soaking in the peace of
the late evening. Louisa took a couple more sips oflieery and then put her glass
down. “If | drink this too fast, all my stitches will lmeooked.” She gestured at the bag of
mending she had brought with her. As nursery maid, shelsasesponsible for keeping
the girls neatly and tidily dressed. Hester was a qittiet thing, but Prudence could be
murder on her seams.

Mrs. Botham chuckled. “Be glad they're not boys. You'd Imave a minute to yourself
with all the holes they’d make in their clothes.”

Louisa rummaged through the bag to see what was théseofilyy stockings to darn,”
she picked up her glass and took another large sip, “nothing/ithahow.”

“Then you can have a drop more and no one will be tkerw Mrs. Botham topped up
Louisa’s glass with a generous hand. “The butler willamsthe company upstairs has
gone through a little more than usual. That is, if henexatices a bottle’s gone missing.”

The sherry she’d already drunk was going to Louisa’s I&lael suppressed a giggle.
“What a pair we are, getting tipsy together in your livingm.”

“I heard you had dinner in the drawing room tonight.” Suipgiy, there was a note of
pity in her voice. “I hope the gentry weren’t too roughyon.”

Louisa grimaced into her glass. “The girls were staying gtais. | couldn’t refuse.”

“Just don’t be getting ideas above your station,” NBatham said with a grin. “The
gentlemen in the parlor don’t want a wife from beldairs.”



“That’s hardly likely. I might as well have been invigilfor all the notice they paid me.”
Except for Khair Bey, she added silently to herself. b@ been unfailingly—
disturbingly—attentive.

“And how was the food at the high table tonight, my&idvirs. Botham got up out of
her chair and executed a rather clumsy curtsy befoseldisg into laughter and
collapsing back down again. “I hope you will still speakisohoi polloi now that you
have had a taste of the high life.”

The sherry tasted better with every sip Louisa tobkuppose | will,” she said in a grand
tone, somewhat spoiled by a loud hiccup in the middle. “Blyt ibyou are suitably
subservient to me.”

Then something that Mrs. Botham had mentioned earlierakanm bells in her head.
“What was that you said about having to make up a room fanaxpected guest? | did
not see anyone arrive during dinner. And all the guests eqrected.”

“Our unexpected guest was at the table tonight. A Moorigt the footman said. Skin
the color of stewed tea, and dressed in a fancy, eddreal jacket, as if he were a
prince.”

Louisa’s heart stopped and a lump arose in her throath®tisekeeper’s words could
mean only one thing. There had been only one Moorishatndimner—the man who had
wanted to devour her. “He’s staying here? Khair Bey irsgighere?”

“That’'s a funny kind of name, if you ask me. Khair Bejtie housekeeper pursed her
lips in disapproval. “It's no kind of name for a Chiastigentleman.”

“| suspect he isn’'t one,” Louisa said.
“Not a Christian or not a gentleman?”

She thought of the way he had eaten her up with his theegyay he had shamelessly
maneuvered his hostess into seating her at the tathiehgirest of the guests, and then
made sure he was seated beside her. And she remembearechhient about her
teaching his children—the children he planned to make with NeitHer.”

“He’s probably a Mussulman,” Mrs. Botham gave an elateoshudder, “one of them
who worships false idols and sacrifices virgins at thienfislon.”

He hadn’t seemed that interested in sacrificing herfat mmoon. Other, more earthly
things had definitely been occupying his thoughts. She giggteder glass. Of course,
he couldn’t be sure she was a virgin, either.

“Or he’ll be one of them who takes fifty wives andie¢hem all up together in a harem
and never lets them out again. Think of that. Fiftyai gharing one man, and all of you



shut in together like rats in a cage. A woman wouldaony and scratch out her own
eyes in a place like that.”

“I'd rather have it the other way around. Fifty men te @f me,” Louisa muttered, and
then clapped her hand to her mouth with a moan of deépair! just say that out
loud?” She would never touch a drop of sherry againatterher think wicked thoughts,
and worse, it made her say them out loud. “Whatevéryaul think of me?”

Mrs. Botham reached over and filled up the sherry glassesnore time. “You only said
what | was thinking. Mr. Botham, God rest his soul, wasa/@et man most of the time—
when he wasn'’t drinking, that is.” She gave a snort. 1Bubuldn’t say no to fifty of
them pretty Mussulmen locked up in a harem and all fot me.

The pair of them doubled over with laughter at the iddaef very own Moorish harem.

“There’d be so many | wouldn’t know what to do with thelhi &ouisa confessed. “I'd
hardly know what to do with just one.”

Mrs. Botham gave a sly wink. “I know what I'd do with thendsome ones alright. But
as for the ugly ones?” She thought for a moment andlaecgfell on Louisa’s
workbag. “I'd make the ugly ones darn my stockings.”

“I'd pose them around the room and make them pretend they@reek statues.”
“Aren’t Greek statues naked?”

Louisa felt herself blushing. She’d temporarily forgottest tminor detail. “Some of
them wear draperies,” she protested.

“I'd have the naked sort,” Mrs. Botham said, her wordshdljgslurred. “They’re much
classier.”

They tried to outdo each other thinking of the outrageoes teswhich they could put
fifty Mussulmen. It seemed only a few moments latat ttouisa found the bottom of her
sherry glass. She tipped it higher, but the golden liquslindeed gone. Her head felt
fuzzy and she was sure she could see two Mrs. Both&img & the same chair—or
were there two chairs? She blinked once or twice andlgavieead a little shake, but her
vision didn’t clear. “I think I've had enough sherry,” simittered, getting to her feet.
Her legs buckled unsteadily beneath her. “I'd best béngdtck to my room while | can
still walk.”

Mrs. Botham held the sherry bottle out to her invitingAnother nightcap before you
go?”

Louisa shook her head, and then regretted it. The mawaiméalanced her still further
and she had to grab on to the door frame to stop herseilftbppling over. “No, thank



you.” She had never before consumed three glasseery sth one sitting. Or was it
four? She had lost count. They had gone on quite a béhdeally have to go.”

Mrs. Botham waved her away, the bottle of sherryistiier hand. “Off you go, then,”
she said genially. “I'm gonna have jusht a little morfoteel turn in.”

Louisa tiptoed along the corridor to the servant’s saa&c Judging by the noise from the
other wing, the guests were still in the drawing room, ndotlsipping tea and making
light conversation while the ladies showed off theczamplishments on the pianoforte or
the harp.

She wondered with whom Khair Bey would be conversing,seHorm he would be
lovingly caressing with those dark gray eyes of his, anasefilirtations he would be
responding to. He attracted women like honey attracttsd-ashe had seen the way the
woman seated on his other side at dinner had tried to mopeadi conversation. Not
that she cared, of course. He was free to flirt wilomever he liked.

The euphoria of the alcohol was wearing off now thatwas alone in the dimly lit
corridor, and the thought of Khair Bey flirting with ahet woman was enough to make
her quite dismal. She hurried away from the noise@fiment and climbed up the
staircase to the nursery.

Hester and Prudence were sound asleep. They did nottevehen she stumbled over
the hearth rug as she entered. Their soft, even lsreathed through the night and she
stood still just to enjoy listening to them. How she woulgelto have children of her
own one day. Children she could love unreservedly and Witieaheart, knowing that
she would not have to leave them as soon as they wesmnolgh to need a governess
rather than a nursery maid—children who were hers.

Of course, she had to have a husband first, and trexenivany likely candidates for
that position. The men who chased her were only istteden one thing—and it didn’t
include marriage. Occasionally, a valet visiting with haster might show her some
attention, but only in a very desultory way. Not ohéhem had shown the slightest
interest in falling in love with her and marrying her.

Dearly as she wanted a family of her own, she hagetateached that stage of
desperation whereby she would have a child on any terispmvithout a husband.
She would have no way of supporting herself and a child ekgeptcepting charity
from her brother and sisters. Even if she becamenared mother, she knew that they
would gladly support her, but her pride would not let heepictheir help. Besides, it
would not be fair to her children—they would need a fatlsemuch as they needed a
mother.

Blinking back a tear, she brushed a light kiss on eath giveek and then tiptoed from
the room. She was still young—there was no need to desddzaving a family of her
own just yet. Her weariness combined with the sherryt Imeisnaking her maudlin.



“Where have you been?” The accusatory male voice hitheemoment she entered her
own room.

Put off balance by the sudden and unexpected attack, gipedtshort and blinked
disbelievingly at the dark man lounging on her bed. “I alacking on the girls.” What
on earth was Khair Bey doing in the servants’ quartensher room? Shouldn’'t he be
down in the parlor listening to Mrs. Tofts tinkling awaytbe pianoforte, and ogling her
half-exposed breasts?

“It doesn’t take more than an hour to check on a pathddiren.” His voice was a harsh
sneer of accusation. “Have you been with another man® Mver, perhaps?”

She bit back an amused snort. Now that her brain hadeessd from the shock of being
confronted by a man in her bedroom, she began to see tireigpsf the situation. He
had intruded into her private quarters and then had the autagityestion where she had
been. “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she retorted. “Don'tibeulous. If you must know, |

was having a nightcap with Mrs. Botham in her living roospénd most of my evenings
in her company.”

His face grew fractionally less furious. “And just wisathis Mrs. Botham?”

“She is the housekeeper here, and a most respectablenwwBesades, what | do in my
free time is none of your business and you certainly haveht to quiz me about it.”
She held the door open and stared him in the eye. “Nowy ihgwe finished
interrogating me about my private life, | think you had dxeligave.”

He did not move from the bed. “I'm afraid | do not agrethwou.”

“I beg your pardon?” She injected her voice with purekt®wv dare he lie down on her
bed and refuse to move? This was a civilized country dntlatved the rule of law.
Guest of the household or not, he had no right to beribbédroom, not after she had
asked him to leave. Of course, a real gentleman would have entered it without her
express invitation in the first place. She’d known tretould bear watching, and he’d
proved he was not to be trusted.

“I have no intention of leaving. Now, shut the door, willLi? You are letting in a draft.”

Just who did he think he was? She would not be ordered lypsome foreign potentate
at his whim, and be expected to obey as if she werea s@ut,” she ordered, “or | will
summon the footmen and have you thrown out.” It wdsa@ppointment that he was just
like all the other men who tried to get too familiar whgr. Worse, indeed, since he had
the temerity to invade her bedchamber in her absence akel mmself quite at home
there. None of her other suitors had been quite sondieted.

He merely laughed at her fury. “That would not be a wiisee. | am a guest in the
household, here at the behest of Mr. Winterbottomolild be a brave footman, or a



foolish one, who would lay violent hands on an invited giesone little complaint from
a nursery maid.”

“Mr. Winterbottom will ask you to leave if | tell hisnow you have insulted me.” She
looked wistfully at Khair Bey as he lay on her bed. Huee it would be if a gentleman
was interested in talking to her for once, instead otipdeing intent on taking off her
clothes at the earliest opportunity. She had a hedraaoul. Clearly, this Khair Bey was
not the sort of man who cared about her inner selfalt a pity, for he was a good deal
more handsome than any of the other men who had shaligneputable interest in her.

“ think not. He wants to do business with me ratheryodtill be greatly to his profit,
and, incidentally, to mine as well.” He spread his hande wAnd what is this great
insult you have accused me of? | wish nothing but to taffoti where we cannot be
overheard. Is such a wish to be construed as an isuitt?uthfully, 1 do not see how |
could have offended you otherwise.”

She frowned at him, the sherry still addling her witgfee. Clearly he could be as
charming as the snake in the Garden of Eden when he chbseAnd just as slippery.
She did not trust him an inch, nor did she believe he wamthing more than to talk to
her. He was young and virile enough to want more than wt¥ds offend me simply

by being here. It shows that you have no respect foomgu would leave at my
request.” Whatever he might assume about her, she wassrfor the taking. He was not
the first—and undoubtedly not the last—to think her easy.pr

“Come now, close the door. Or do you intend for evergqe passing by to see that you
are entertaining me in your bedroom?”

She stamped her foot on the floor, heedless of treer@r shoe made on the wooden
boards. “I am not entertaining you. | am asking you todéashe had never before met
someone so infuriating, so able to twist events tohssiibwn purposes.

“I'm not sure that the distinction will be evident teegyone in the house. But, of course,
if you have no objection to being thought a woman of easye, then please, leave the
door open. That way, passersby will be able to form their opinions.”

Annoyingly, he was right. As it was, she was lucky t@abne had happened by to hear
them quarreling and to bear tales against her to her eempldyshe were to get a
reputation for entertaining gentlemen in her private quartemsever unwillingly, the
Winterbottoms would certainly ask her to leave and refupeawade her with a
reference. If the gossip about her got out, as it waadhto do, she would never find
another post as a nursery maid. No decent family woaltt & woman of questionable
reputation bringing up their daughters.

Heaving a sigh of irritation with the situation he hactéd her into, she shut the door
quietly but firmly behind her. “There, it is shut. Nowysehat you have to say to me,
and please leave.”



He patted the bed beside him. “Come and sit down. You ekt

She was tired. Her head was swimming with a combinatidatigue and alcohol. All
she wanted to do was crawl under her bedcovers, blothewandle, and drift off to
sleep—alone. “You are in my way.”

His smile was a gleam of white in the deep gloom ohenge “I don't bite.”

Her legs seemed reluctant to hold her upright any longper b8efly considered
collapsing onto the floor, but it was cold, hard, and utimyj not to mention that it
would be terribly undignified. “I’'m not in the mood to plggmes with you,” she
muttered, sitting gingerly on the bed, as far away framds she could manage, and
laying her head back on the pillows. “Please, go away.”

“Not until I have what | came for.”

Her eyes had drifted shut, but at his words, she snappedojen again and propped
herself up on her elbows. “I told you, | am not in theod to play games,” she said
tartly. “I have no desire to become your mistressn Ipgrfectly happy as a nursery maid.
| do not need nor do | want a wealthy lover to buy xteagagant presents. | do not find
you in the least bit attractive and | am not open toyaesien. The footmen from down
the hall will come running if you try to use force. In ghgou are wasting your time with
me.” Her little outburst over, she closed her eyes astkd back on the pillows again.
“Time spent with a pretty woman is never a waste.”

She sniffed at his persistence. “Even if the woman estjon would rather be sleeping?”
“Are you trying to drive me away with your insults?”

“Just with my honesty.” A deep yawn added conviction toweards.

He heaved a sigh. “l can see it is too late in thetddave a sensible conversation with
you. Come, give me a kiss and send me on my way.”

She opened one eye and looked at him suspiciously. “Ydleaie me in peace if | kiss
you? Now, why don’t | believe you?”

“Because you are far too cynical for one as young ampdedty as you are.”
“If I were old and ugly, there would be less need fortanke cynical about men’s
motives,” she muttered. Surely he did not think he wastiyeman who had tried to

corner her and steal a kiss.

“I swear it. One kiss and | will leave you here alamgour cold, narrow bed.”



“Do you swear it on the Bible?”
“| swear it on the grave of my ancestors.”

He sounded serious enough. And the footmen were only just dhewall. Whatever
Khair Bey might think, they would come to her rescueeifgot out of hand. Ollie was as
big as a bear while Jem was well-known for his hastypé&gand neither of them took
kindly to visitors who over-stepped the bounds of courtéshe were to call for them,
they would eject her unwanted guest before he knew whhinhi

But for the first time in her life she wanted to bsded. She wanted to feel the pressure
of his mouth on hers, and the scrape of his stubbled chinsadr face. Would he taste
of tobacco and port wine like the other men who had taddss her or of something
altogether different—spicier and more exotic than slieevar dreamed of? Would his
mouth be as soft and gentle as it looked, or hard and diegmg@t‘Come, kiss me then,”
she murmured, as much to herself as to him.

“You are inviting me to kiss you?”

“It is clearly the fastest way to get you to leave alene.” She would admit to nothing
more. Certainly she would not let him see how very nalehwanted to be kissed by
him. That would be tantamount to begging him to take advawtfdye. She had not
drunk enough sherry to do something quite that foolish.

With her eyes shut, she felt him move over her, hikybfolrm blocking out the dim
candlelight.

His mouth was a gentle pressure on hers, brushing hevitipa softness she would
never have believed possible. His touch was as lighfestlzer, and just as insubstantial.
She swallowed a moan of protest and lifted her head @ffiflows toward him, seeking

a deeper contact.

For the first time in her life, she had agreed to beskissasked to be kissed. He ought at
least to make it worth her while, instead of brushing ipsrwith his as if he were made
of gossamer instead of flesh and blood. What had she danakie him lose interest, to
repel him? His lack of ardor was almost insulting.

As if he were reading her thoughts, he met her moutin g, gently pushing her back
onto the pillows, deepening the kiss as she desired.gsipilessed against hers with
barely suppressed passion. This time he let her feehiosh he was holding back, how
great his desire for her was, and how carefully he wegikg it caged.

She did not want his desire trammeled. She wanted tib Isedoose, to have it run wild
and free, and to meet it with her own. His skin sndefiéently of sandalwood and of

something else, something earthy and male. She nuzzled imtedkistrying to capture
the elusive smell, to categorize it. The scent was no#tiegecognized, but it called to



her blood. Heaven help her, she wanted this man. Shedvhimh as she had never
wanted any other. The kiss he had given her merely whie¢teappetite for his touch. If
she did not get more of the taste of him, she would ragh with need.

Though her head told her what a bad idea it was to encoumagean to further
intimacies, her body was screaming at her to contiougo further with him than she
ever had before. Her private parts were tingling withdasire to get closer to him, to
press herself up against him and feel the touch of his skireis. The clamor from her
body was so loud and insistent that it drowned out armgsvof warning—all sense of
caution was lost in the upwelling of her own desire.

His mouth opened on hers, and she opened hers in respsiilsie were the most natural
thing in the world. His tongue caressed hers, strokingcharféver pitch.

He tasted of sherry—or perhaps she tasted herself ¢ongise. No, it wasn't sherry but
something more exotic. She could not put a name tatte, tbut whatever it was, she
craved more of it.

The deeper he kissed her, the more she wanted himtiaweariThe tingling grew
stronger between her thighs, where she could feellhgrs&ing both hot and moist. If
she touched herself now, she would be dripping wet. Thaseavess of her body was a
new sensation—the very knowledge of her needs making rii@® insistent.

Her hands crept up to rest on his shoulders, pulling hivart her. She wanted more
than the touch of his mouth on hers—she wanted to feéblig stretched out against
her own, pressing into her.

At her unspoken invitation to get closer, he swung hisuggsnto the bed and stretched
out next to her on the coverlet.

She sighed with pleasure as she snuggled up next to himath&h of his body
spreading through hers to pool down low in her belly. bteasts peaked to hard tips,
and she rubbed them against his chest, abrading them ayutitefabric of her chemise.
She had not expected them to be so sensitive, and tlector@de a shiver travel
through her entire body.

Khair Bey drew back from her kiss. “Are you cold?”

She moaned with protest at his withdrawal and pulled hirk thaa/n toward her.
“Maybe just a little. Come closer and keep me warm.”

Truthfully, even though the night had fallen and she hafir@an her room, she was far
from cold. She was so hot she was practically burning upagsarticularly virulent
fever had her in its grip. She desired him with a cravingtang that it was like a
disease, robbing her of the ability to think of anything butnieexd for him.



He moved closer to her, his body cradling her in itg.h8he pressed against him, her
breasts against his chest, her belly against his bellyhemihighs against his. He settled
between her legs as if he was made to fit her, am@pbned her thighs to make room for
him where he needed it most.

Her face flamed in the darkness to acknowledge the lerdiis bardened shaft pressing
between her legs. She wriggled against him until he wsisigneed right where she
wanted him to be, with his shaft nudging at the entramé¢et parts. Only the thin wool
of his trousers, and the even thinner layers of cottdnsarge of her shift and gown,
served as a fragile barrier that kept them from mgegkin on skin.

He was hard against her softness, dark where she washgaperfect foil to her
femininity. The sherry she had drunk made her bold and sissqu up against him,
feeling the hardness of him tantalizing her.

She felt his hands creep under her gown, stroking herHegsgh her stockings. Then,
he untied her garters and drew her stockings down ovédedgrremoving them and her
slippers at once.

His hands burned a path back up her calves, over her lamekthen along her thighs.

In the back of her head, alarm bells were ringing, &edctamped her thighs tightly
together so he could not touch her just where she londesltmiched most of all.

He did not force the issue, but took his hands out fromrumeleskirts.

Her mixture of disappointment and relief was short-liied he ran his hands instead
over her breasts, then stopped at her buttons. “Dastig"protested weakly as he
wriggled the buttons free one by one. He took no nofiteeowhispered refusal, not
stopping until her bodice was quite undone.

Nothing protected her breasts now but the thin cotton ofliemise. It was no barrier to
his hands. He found the tie that kept it fastened abiheand pulled the strings undone.
Her bodice was pushed quite off her shoulders and harisbdnad been pulled down to
her waist before she realized what he was doing.

By the time she understood what he was up to, she haithéodesire to stop him. He was
kneading her naked breasts with his hands. When he brushsapeesensitive nipples
with the tips of his fingers, the sensation made her gagai@h her back off the bed.
When he leaned over her and took one of her nipples imbuth, she felt as though she
had died and gone to heaven. His tongue teased her lmeastier the other, making
her nipples stand up hard and cold in the evening air.

This time, when he snaked his hand under her skirts dgaithighs were no longer
pressed tightly together, but had relaxed with pleasusefingers crept up to tangle in



the nest of curls at the top of her thighs, and to dydxn her legs and stroke her most
private parts.

“Do you want me to leave you now?” he whispered.

“You ought to go,” she said, as she writhed against his #ng¥ou should not be
touching me like this.”

“Tell me to leave and | will go,” he promised, slipping tip of his finger into her
wetness. “Tell me to leave, and really mean it.”

How could she tell him to leave when she was drunk on bhte-when every particle
of her being was yearning for him? “Please.” She wasr i$she was begging him to
leave her or to continue tormenting her.

“Please what?” he demanded. He moved his finger slowlgdroat of her, sinking a
little deeper with each thrust. Her pussy tightened arbungnot wanting to let him go.
“If you want me to leave, you have to tell me so.”

She could not force the words out. Not when she wantaddstay so badly. “I can't.”

He took her hand in his and moved it onto his trousersenisrshaft pressed firmly
against the fabric. “Touch me like | am touching you.”

“| can’t,” she repeated, but her hands had other iddlaso % of their own volition, they
fumbled with the buttons on his trousers, freeing himaadsup proudly. She stroked it
with a growing sense of wonderment, feeling the hard leoigim under her fingers. “I
have never touched a man like this before.”

He groaned with pleasure at her touch. “Don’t stop.”

What would it feel like to have this inside her insteatlisfingers? If a single finger
made her feel so full, what would this do to her? Shessad him harder at the thought,
and his fingers thrust in and out of her faster than befimough she would never let him
ruin her, she still could dream.

Just when she thought she was about to fly to pieces arims, he took his fingers
away. “Do you want me to leave you now?”

She tightened her grip on him, stroking him hard and fasi. Ddn’t go.” She didn’t
care what anyone else thought—she wanted him to remairherittshe wanted his
fingers back inside her, showing her the way to heaven.

“If | stay, | will make love to you. I will make you mé. Do you want me to do that?”



“You will take my virginity?” The thought was like a buckdtcold water thrown over

her head. Her grasp on him slackened. She wriggled awayhira and pressed up
against the wall. To allow him to put his fingers insidelas one thing, but to take his
cock was another matter. As much as she wanted to feahsioe her, she had never
intended to allow him that ultimate liberty. She had natized she had gone so far—that
she was so close to losing herself. It was the sheamn it all! She would never touch
the stuff again.

“You are a maiden?”

She nodded quietly in the darkness, suddenly ashamed of hemwass. No man would
believe that she was a virgin if she behaved like thigs arms. She was no better than
the men who pursued her—and she had a lot more to losththadid. “l am.” She still
burned for him as before, but her head was startintpéo. She shuddered at the foolish
risk she had taken. “Please, | do not want you to ruin me.”

With a muttered curse, he rolled away from her and fachilith his buttons. “I had
better leave you now, then.”

“Yes, please go.” This time, despite the burning in heodbland the wetness between her
thighs, she really meant it.

Khair Bey made his way back to his own room on feetodtsand noiseless as a cat’s.

He wasn'’t sure exactly what had made him stop consumgnéte seduction of the pretty
nursery maid tonight. In spite of her feeble protests,hsiu clearly been willing enough
and she had enjoyed his attentions. Her pussy was dreng¢hedetness and she had
moved against his hand as if she were drunk on pleasurevaShsn wet and ready that
not even her virginity would have proved much of a bartie could have slid his
engorged cock into her without the least resistancestapping until he was buried in
her up to the hilt. He could have fucked her then, with,letow strokes, until her pussy
convulsed around him, milking him of every drop of sememsrbody as he came inside
her. In her current state of inebriation, she would menhédave realized what he had
done until it was too late. Her virginity would have bésmg gone before she even woke
up to the fact.

Maybe that was what had stopped him—the thought that shiaken too much drink to
fully realize what she was doing. When he took a worhardemanded that all her
senses be engaged and totally focused on their lovemakihgci®g women who did not
know what they were doing had never been his stylengakiirgin in such a
thoughtless way, however eager she appeared to be ehéhevould not sit well with

his conscience.



Not that it helped him in his current predicament. He'd be@nyhas hell all evening,
and only the promise he’d made to himself of filling Lolggaussy with his come had
kept his libido in check. He was paying the price for hisatade now, with a cock so
hard and swollen it felt monstrous. It was too late targge an assignation with another
woman, even if he had been able to get the thought of & auisof his head. But he
didn’t want another woman—he wanted her. Now thatked the reality of a cold bed
on his own instead of sharing hers, his balls achedumithifilled desire.

He shut the door to his room behind him and pulled off his agesiothes with careless
haste and tossed them on the floor. His valet couldosg®m in the morning.

With nothing to confine it, his throbbing cock waved bravefgrein the cold, night air.
He flung himself down on the bed, stroking himself andrigahe taut, stretched skin
under his hand. He felt both thicker and longer than usued-effect of Louisa’s touch.
He should’ve let her stroke him into fulfilment, aneénhat least he would've received
some pleasure from the evening’s debacle. Damn it, he'er et to sleep in this state.

He lounged naked on his bed, continuing to stroke himself withhand. His own hand
didn’t feel as soft as Louisa’s, but it would have to do.

He leaned back on the pillows and shut his eyes, imagthiat Louisa’s hands were on
him, stroking his body, playing with his nipples. He reachetbugaress his chest,
thinking how it would feel to have her naked beside him, amdaaty for him as he was
for her. He would take those luscious breasts of hewshis mouth and lower her onto
his cock until he filled her completely. Then she woude thim up and down, her head
thrown back and her back arched to thrust her bredsthisihands.

Up and down she would ride him, his shaft getting deeper and haittlezvery thrust.
His cock was straining and his balls got tight and hard asrbked himself faster. His
breath was coming short and he knew he was going to &mewould ride on him to
her own orgasm. Then, as she sucked him dry, he would throster once, twice, three
times, until he came continuously with the force aivarrin flood.

His seed erupted from his body, spraying over his naked difest it stuck, rapidly
congealing as it cooled.

He gave his balls one last loving stroke and then rolledaneunder the covers,
grimacing at the way the sheets stuck to him. He stdlyowanted to fuck Louisa, but
his need had been tamed to a manageable state. He wouid ga¢dgain tomorrow,
and the day after, and he would not be so lenient thetingeche had her alone in the
dark.

Three

The following morning, Louisa was playing croquet in the gardigm Hester and
Prudence when Khair Bey found her again. She had just stolopen to retie Hester’'s



shoelace when she saw him striding toward them. “Thetter,” she said to Hester, as
she tied the laces in a double knot before hurriedly getiihgr feet again and brushing
down her gown. Her face was hot, and her flush was mome than the already warm
morning sun. Khair Bey seemed to have the knack of cattieingt a disadvantage—if
she wasn't tipsy with sherry, she was on her knees odusty grass, attending to a
child. “Now you won't trip when you run after your ball.”

Khair Bey was the last person she wanted to see thisimgoafter her naughty frolic
with him last night. She could not look him in the eyd, kept her eyes fixed firmly on
her shoes.

“Miss Clemens.” His voice had a magnetic quality t&he could not help but be drawn
to it, even though she knew she ought to run away fromytiaweg he represented. Last
night had proven only too clearly the danger he posed tdlbanas bad news.

“Khair Bey.” Her own voice was cool and impersonal—faore so than she was feeling.
In the bright glare of the morning, her behavior thénigefore filled her with shame.
How could she have behaved so wantonly with a man sherthagust met? He would
think she was his for the taking, nothing more than a psettyant girl to while away his
free hours with during his stay in Naples. It would beemningless interlude for him, but
one that spelled potential ruin and disaster for her.

Single men were expected to sow their wild oats, mgflesiyoung women were not
supposed to have such inclinations. For the first tineeuttfairness of it rankled with
her.

The sobering truth was that last night she had beenrhise taking. For some reason, he
had not pressed home his advantage, and for that shewyasankful. But his
forbearance did not lessen her shame. It was not cher good sense or her self-control
that she still possessed her virginity today.

She turned her head away from him to hide her embarracsWieatever he was hoping
for, there would be no repeat of last night. She didmust herself to get anywhere near
him. He brought out the worst in her. Even just thetadhim this morning had already
made her nipples as hard as stone and set her parnsgialjlover again. Just one look
from him and she felt hot with desire.

Besides, after drinking too much the night before and sheaping badly, she felt tired
and heavy. It had been a real effort to drag herselboler bed this morning. She had
no strength to fight him off.

“And Prudence and Hester, too. How delightful.” He gavegiHe a courtly bow and
they giggled with delight as they dipped him a little surt'What are you doing out here
in the garden so early in the morning?”



Prudence held up her croquet mallet as if it were a trdg.are playing croquet and |
am winning. See, that’s where my ball is.” She pointeldetoyellow ball, which she had
already hit through three hoops. “I am always yellois.rty lucky color.”

Hester made a face. “I'm nearly caught up with you. Argldas, it's my turn now. And

| bet he could beat you.” She took him by the hand and tuggedver to the heap of
unused mallets and balls by the start. “Come and pldyuwsit Prudence always wins and
it's getting boring. | bet you could beat her if you tried.

“Don’t bother Khair Bey, sweetheart.” Louisa handed Helséek her mallet in an effort
to distract her. “I am sure he has lots of importaninass to do. He is too busy to play
with us.” She hoped that he would take the hint and leaara th finish their game in
peace.

He did no such thing. Shooting her a sideways glance ofeanarg at her blatant
attempt to be rid of him, he picked Hester up under her anchswung her high in the
air. She squealed with delight. “I would love to play craquigh you and your sister,” he
said, as he swung the still-squealing girl back down d@tass, “if Miss Clements
doesn’t mind.”

“She doesn’t mind at all, do you?” Prudence cajoled Louikarsdy, holding out her
arms to be picked up and swung, too. “Louisa, pleaséneetiian he is allowed to come
and play with us.”

“I don’t know what your mother would think,” Louisa temprad, searching for a
suitable excuse to send him packing. Could she survive thefitd® morning in his
company? She already knew how dangerous he was to herodesedf-preservation. A
whole morning of being close to him, talking and laughing, Wwith brushing up against
her accidentally as they fought over a croquet ball dvoaiment her—knowing how
ready he was to be close to her and yet having to keeptrandistance. She still could
not bear to look him in the eye.

“Mrs. Winterbottom herself told me where | could find yiis morning, so I'm sure she
would have no objection to me joining in the fun.” His ®géeamed with triumph at
having so neatly overruled any objections she might nakestcompany. “Hester and
Prudence are well chaperoned by their nursemaid, sodherge no impropriety there.”

Hester and Prudence both went into fits of pleased gigdléhe suggestion they were old
enough to need a chaperone.

Louisa bowed gracefully to the inevitable. “Pick yoursethallet, sir, and come and join
in the game. | have to warn you, though,” she added ingishydwe play strictly by the
rules. We do not tolerate cheats, do we girls?”

Hester and Prudence giggled harder than ever. “No cheatiey agreed.



“And do not expect any favors because you are a latecontiee game,” she warned
him. “You will have to start at the beginning, just asdig”

Khair Bey raised an eyebrow at her commands, but giokethe green mallet meekly
enough and dribbled the matching ball up to the starting linetAree of them watched
as he gave his mallet a few practice swings and thech fimaself up for the first shot.

Louisa winked at Prudence and she nodded back in secret agreemen

Just as he swung the mallet, Prudence gave a sudden sheelonfStartled by the
noise, he whirled around, hitting the ball off course ad a patch of long grass under
the tree. “Are you hurt?”

Prudence looked at him, wide-eyed and innocent. “l savealblkas gone now.”
“Are you sure it didn’t sting you?” A look of concern lirrgd on his face.

“Yes, I'm sure. It flew away.” She waved him away withe hand, and went back to
studying the croquet green.

Mallet in hand, Hester skipped up to her ball. “My turn noMet tongue stuck out over
her top lip in concentration and she smacked her balitymhitting Prudence’s neatly
out of the way and, incidentally, clearing the waylfouisa’s.

“Ooh, good shot,” Louisa said, tapping her own ball througm#éxt hoop. When it came
to playing croquet with the girls, she had to be as cuttla®#tey were or they would
leave her for dead. No quarter, no mercy were the rdgsptlayed by. Tired as she was,
a good game of croquet always managed to raise her spirits.

Khair Bey strolled over to the tree and tapped his ovilrbbak onto the green. The two
girls exchanged identical looks of triumph. One ligteeam and they had made him
waste two shots.

His luck didn’t get any better as the morning wore on. giHe ignored him for a few
rounds, concentrating on eliminating their most serigmoents—each other—until it
looked as though he might have an outside chance dfingtep with them. Then
Prudence saw another bee, and Hester accidentally knogagdtahim just when he was
taking a shot. Even Louisa couldn’t resist the temptatioknock his ball away from the
next hoop with a well-timed hit of her own.

Not until Prudence saw a third bee did Khair Bey turn omtak suspiciously. “No
cheating?” he asked, a disbelieving tone in his voiceu“ylay fair?”

Prudence gave an easy shrug, quite unconcerned at the unspoksatian. “l don'’t like
bees. | can't help it if they live in the garden.”



“Louisa is always telling me how clumsy | am,” Hestaplained, very seriously. “She
says | need to learn how to walk like a lady.”

“It is perfectly within the rules to knock away your oppotg balls if you can,” Louisa
added for good measure.

“| see.” He spoke with a certain finality, as if heedyrdid see. “You are a trio of
nefarious double-dealers and | shall have to watch my batko mention my croquet
ball.”

“What does ‘nefarious’ mean?” Hester asked, accidentgiying again and
coincidentally knocking Khair Bey’s ball into a slightess favorable position. He
watched the whole charade with a wry smile of amusenhehhe didn’t voice a word of
complaint.

“In this context, it means ‘smarter and sneakier tham,” Louisa said with a grin.
Really, she ought not to encourage such positively palaenidencies in her charges, but
it was such fun. No dully polite lawn games for the ¢hm&them, but a battle that called
for sharp wits, even sharper eyes, and utterly ruthdesies. The knowledge that Mrs.
Winterbottom was sure to strenuously disapprove of sucllylia behavior just made

it all the more exciting.

“Now that,” he said with a mischievous glint in his gys a challenge that | absolutely
cannot resist.”

From then on, the game took on a whole new flavoaikBey proved to be as clever
and sneaky as the rest of them at sabotage and fightiggNot only did he prove adept
at knocking other people’s croquet balls far away fromatit®n, but he quickly learned
the other unsavory tactics employed by his opponentsfd¥ay, he claimed, was
responsible for the loud sneeze that startled Hestepwraker off her shot. He really had
not meant to bump into Prudence at a crucial momentasufar her claim that he had
nudged her ball away from the hoop with the tip of histbarhy, that was simply
preposterous. Did the girls think so badly of him that theyght he could behave in
such an unsportsmanlike manner?

But it was Louisa who suffered most from his preseneeh&tl a different way altogether
of putting her off her game. How could she concentratettindiher croquet ball when
he was leaning over her shoulder, his breath burning k&nwigh its heat? He took
every opportunity to bump into her, to brush against her httbody when the girls
were looking away, and to offer her sly caresses unégagulse of helping her hold her
mallet, until she was a mass of screaming nerves.

She wanted to forget that last night had ever happenddhtdad behaved so
shamelessly in the arms of a stranger. But every hé&adkde gave her, every touch of
his body against hers, innocent though it may be, remingledfiwhat she most wanted



to forget. Their closeness made her remember how badlgody had craved his, how
she had nearly melted with the force of her passion.

Though she fought against her baser desires, she coulddeebtowing, threatening to
overwhelm her as they had the night before. She wantetohiouch her again. She
craved for him to strip her naked and touch her everywteegse the burning inside
her. Thank heaven they were in the garden, for if helyuag next to her right now in
the privacy of her room, she was desperate enough to letchanything he wanted to
her—even take her virginity—as long as he assuagednibtdaneed for him.

She turned around to inspect the layout of the game. Helases to her than she
expected, and she accidentally brushed the front ofdusérs with the back of her hand.
She could not help lingering there for just a seconevoy temembering how hard he had
been, what it had been like to hold him in her hand, ¥ ham in her power. It was hell
to be so close to him and yet so far away.

His grin told her that he had noticed her lingering, hasitaress.

At long last, Prudence whacked her ball through the &sphand Louisa dissolved into
a long-suppressed, almost hysterical sigh of relief. Kiisale could take the girls back
inside for luncheon, and escape his tormenting presemeg:. Bey could not follow
them into the nursery. She would have some much-needeel feeig@gain her
equilibrium and to marshal her badly weakened defenses.

Prudence was exultant. “I won, | won!” she crowed,pumg up and down with triumph.

Hester made a face. “You always win, but this time ymoat didn’t. Khair Bey almost
beat you.”

“He did not.” Prudence was not going to be robbed ohim@ment of glory. “He was
miles and miles behind.” Her voice dripped with disdain.

“He did, too.” Then Hester’s face brightened. “It waa playing with him. Did you see
his face when you pretended to see a bee?”

“l did see a bee,” Prudence protested weakly.

“Come, girls, tidy away the croquet things. It is mgéime for luncheon, and your mama
has promised to take you to town this afternoon to ordeisgone new slippers.”

At the reminder of this treat, the girls hurried off tolder bidding.

Louisa shot a glance at Khair Bey. How could she wamte®ne so badly when she
knew he was not good for her? One idle touch from hichstue forgot all about what she
really wanted out of life—children of her own, and a largbto help raise them. Being a
wealthy man’s mistress was not the way to achieveteams. True, he might give her



children, but they would live the lives of outcasts, vaittother who could never be a
part of respectable society. However tempted she wastipyhbwever much she wanted
to spread her legs wide for him and beg him to take her,ash&otold on to that
thought. Giving in to his seduction would bring her only atitgepleasure, but would
carry with it a lasting regret. “You are the most dfebdheat | have ever met.”

“I have learned from the experts,” he said, gesturing atdd@end Prudence, who were
squabbling amicably enough as they gathered up the hoops frdemthe

“They are only children.”

He was silent for a few moments, simply looking atfaee as if he wanted to memorize
every plane and hollow. “Meet me here this afternaothe garden.”

His request showed how little he knew about life as\aserClearly he had never been
at another person’s beck and call to earn his breadn't. ¢2nlike you, | am not a guest
here. | have work to do.” She tried to keep a note of erom treeping into her voice.

Oh, how she would love to have an afternoon to whileyatder ease in the sun,
without endless chores to keep her busy. To lie on dEsgn the garden and feel the sun
beat down on the back of her head, and to know that she lazger there all afternoon

if she pleased. But servants, even nursery maids, doffteot have the luxury of rest.

“Even while the girls are out shopping with their maftie

“My duties do not stop at looking after the girls. | hawdeep their room clean and tidy,
and mend their clothes and stockings. | am terribly behmith& mending.” Her voice
sounded weak, even to herself. She was surprised by howsheatanted to escape her
duties for an hour or two.

“Come for a walk with me instead. Just a short walk addbe garden.”

“You have been playing with the girls all morning, and n@m want to go walking in
the afternoon?” He was a businessman, not a maimsafdewith time to burn. “Did you
not come to Naples to look after your business?”

“It is nothing that cannot wait.”

“And if | refuse to walk with you?”

“Then | shall seek you out in the nursery and sit with while you do your mending.” A
wolfish look came into his eyes. “On second thought, ggesh would prefer to meet you
in the nursery than in the garden. With the girls gutayill be quite deserted. | shall

have you entirely to myself.”

“I will meet you in the garden,” she said hurriedly. 8beld not risk having him alone
with her in a deserted part of the house. She wanteddbadly she did not trust



herself—or him, for that matter. The garden was mucterpablic and therefore safer.
“If I can.”

Maybe the housekeeper would have some errands for ham,tor need some help
putting up preserves for the winter. That would keep helysaéeupied and out of
harm’s way for the afternoon and give her an exawseo meet with him.

“I will be waiting for you.”

Khair Bey excused himself from the luncheon table as asamas polite, and strolled out
into the garden. Thankfully for the sake of his patieies. Winterbottom was anxious
to take her daughters on their promised jaunt to town, ahdadilinger over the midday
meal. Mr. Winterbottom had excused himself shortlgraftreakfast to take care of some
business at one of his warehouses.

Sheltered from the breeze, the garden was baking suthener heat. He lifted his face
to the sky, enjoying the sun’s warm caress. In Italysthelacked the fierce heat of a
Moroccan summer’s day, when even the sun-loving lizeodght out a shady spot to
sleep away the day.

He wasn’t sure whether or not he wanted Louisa to seelotinm the garden. If she did,
he would be glad that she wanted to spend some timénimithbut if she did not, it

would give him an excuse to go and find her in the desettesny. If she put up no

more resistance than she had last night, he would hev@pportunity to take her twice
before her charges came back from their shopping expedifirst a quick one to take
the edge off his need, and then a long, slow, explor&tickyas he learned what she liked
the most, and as he taught her how to please him begtinm.r

He made a slight adjustment to his trousers. He coultesegght now, stepping out of
her gown in the dappled sunshine of the early afternoolmgptler shift over her head,
and standing proudly naked in front of him, her nipples peakeghiméss. He would
kneel in front of her, lick her pussy, and tease hdr hii fingers until she was trembling
with desire for him and on the brink of an orgasm. Oniyntheuld he position her the
way he wanted to take her first. Imagining her bent daker the back of one of the
nursery chairs—her legs apart and her pussy wet and opkimf, wordlessly pleading
for him to take her—was having the expected effect on him.

He strode around the garden with growing impatience asltedv The carriage rolled
out into the street and Hester—or was it Prudence?—ehatviim as it drove away, but
still Louisa did not appear.

He’'d awakened ready for her this morning, his cock standiffiy 0 attention, and he’'d
been in much the same state ever since. Takingriagglgtto his bed for an urgent
tumble was looking more attractive with every minutd gessed.



He paced up and down the garden path, barely seeing the sflowegs blooming in

the beds beside him. If she refused to come to him,ooddvgo to her as he had
promised. She had led him on for long enough and he hadimmernthan easy on her,
stopping their dalliance before taking her virginity. l€2hought he would continue to
be so restrained in the face of her provocationwagemistaken. He had no patience left
for her teasing.

Just as he had despaired of her coming to meet him andakasgnhis way back inside
to find her in the nursery, she came running out of the hbesdonnet dangling from
one hand. “l could not get away,” she said, when she&aght her breath. “Mrs.
Botham needed some help in the kitchen, and since thevgiréksaway, | could not
refuse.”

He did not believe a word of her hurried excuses. Shé&dyatchim waiting for as long as
she dared, and then came out to meet him so that he waiutwbk for her and create a
scandal in the servants’ quarters. Even though she clearted him, she was fighting
her seduction in every little way she could.

If she wanted him to chase her, then he would oblige—Vfanike.

She could only delay the inevitable, not escape it. Saamater she would be his, and
all her small subterfuges, all her attempts to hide thanpursuit of her, would be over.

“Come, walk with me.” He held out his arm. Though sheablter bottom lip with worry,
she took his arm and fell into step beside him.

At the rear of the house, the garden rose in a detraices, with a grove of lemon trees
on the lower slopes giving way to a stand of cypress feedeer up. With one accord,
they strolled through the citrus orchard and made thejrtaxard the cypress trees,
which were farther away from the house and offered rsloagle and a good measure of
privacy from prying eyes. The fewer witnesses therewehis courtship of Louisa, the
more easily she would succumb to his lure. There &s\irtue in resisting temptation
if there was no audience to applaud your efforts.

Once they reached the line of cypress trees, they gpamselooked back down at the
house. From this distance it looked like a summerhoes®ask from the road and
surrounded by gardens; the sort of house a man might give naigtress—a house built
for pleasure.

Khair Bey could imagine installing Louisa in such a placésease full of sunshine,
laughter, and love—and children, his children. The thought btaughile to his face.
Louisa would be a good mother.

He wasn'’t sure exactly when the idea of taking Lobaek to Morocco with him and
quietly installing her in one of his houses had taken roaybd it was after she had
turned down his advances in her bedroom, pleading foritggnity. Or perhaps it was



after he had awakened this morning with a stiff cock anargent need to fuck her—and
only her.

Whenever the idea had first come to him, it was noettéed plan in his mind. His larger
house in the town of Medina would be suitable, whereoudd visit her without raising
eyebrows among the more conservative members of himaaity.

He could never take her back to his casbah in the Rif Mmsand flaunt his mistress
under the noses of his people, his family, and his owmenoln Medina he would be
just another businessman, and possessed an anonymitylth@eeer have in the smaller
community of his real home. As soon as he could maked¢kessary arrangements,
Medina would be her new home.

He knew instinctively that one night with her would netdnough. He had been fooling
himself if he thought that would do more than build his appdtle would want to keep
her for years, if not forever. She was more innoaaote vulnerable than his usual
lovers. He generally took up with married women who keeactly what he offered
them—a night’s pleasure in exchange for a pretty baulileei morning. They were easy,
uncomplicated amours.

She was a virgin still—though if he had his way, she waoldremain so for long. In
exchange for her maidenhead, he would make her his pampmsteess) providing her
with a lifetime of luxury in return for taking him to heed. It seemed a fair enough
exchange.

If he ever decided to give in to his mother’s wishes akd & wife, he would ensure that
she—and any children she might have—remained well provide@fae she gave
herself over to his keeping, he would honor his pledge te@rber until he died, and
even then he would be sure to provide for her in his will.

Such generous offers did not come the way of simpleemagls very often, even ones as
charming as Louisa. She would be a fool to turn down ditemal benefits he could offer
her to remain faithful to him.

Next to him, Louisa gave a sigh. “It is a lovely vierh up here.” There was a thread of
melancholy in her voice.

“And yet it makes you sad?”

“Only the thought of leaving it.”

“You are thinking of leaving soon?” Had she already guessegdlém he had in store for
her? Would she try to increase the price she demandachira? The thought did not

please him—nhe did not like greedy, grasping women.

“I will have to one day. When the children grow.”



“You will like Morocco. It looks a little like this, onlit is drier. Wilder, less tamed.”

At his description of his home, she threw off the mdtahcthat was clouding her mood.
“What is it like in Morocco?” she asked brightly. “MiBotham said that you all have
fifty wives apiece, and that you keep your women lockedyaama never let them see the
sun.”

Her précis of Moroccan society made him laugh out louds:Motham is an expert on
such matters?”

Louisa’s bottom lip dropped. “How am | to know? | haveearebeen there.”
“Neither has Mrs. Botham, I'll wager.”

“You are the first Moorish man | have ever seen. $oyal have fifty wives?”
“‘Not me.”

“How many wives do you have, then?”

“None at all.”

She was silent for a moment. “Concubines, then?” stedaser face pink with the
intimacy of the question. “How many of them do you Id&d do you keep them all
locked away?”

Her face was so earnest that he could not forgo teasmgYou have guessed my
secret,” he admitted, his face straight. “I have &atlétty concubines, or maybe more. It
has been so long since | last counted.”

She nibbled on her lower lip, looking quite delightfully assed at the idea. “And do
they all live with you in a harem?”

Her question made him smile. The truth was so muchgksnorous. Though men would
always be men, openly taking concubines was frowned uptwe iBérber community
from which he came, as was the practice of nikah mut'tgking a temporary wife.

Though Arabic law allowed the taking of four permanent wiznd any number of
temporary ones, Berbers had largely ignored the Aralsitboms and remained loyal to
their own. Family was important to his people, antlito. The villagers who lived in the
Rif believed in one husband, one wife. Taking a secofel aoiuld make a man an
outcast in the Berber community, even though it wad legder Arabic law.

He would have to be careful not to flaunt Louisa as lopenty, and to keep her well
hidden. As bey, he was expected to set an examplesf@ebple and not to fill his
houses with women of loose morals. The days of thharswith a vast and varied harem



of wives and concubines from all over the country wag lgone. Even the sultan was
expected to show moderation in his desires.

Still, the women'’s quarters of his casbah would counttesem, he supposed. His
mother and her sisters lived there with a handful atisiapiece. He also sheltered the
occasional great aunt or cousin, or other female velatho needed a home. His mother
was in charge—he did not interfere with her or seelutb ber generosity. Men were not
welcomed in their quarters—though he owned the casbaimlpeisited the women’s
guarters by express invitation. “Of course they all livihwme. Where else would they
live?”

“Do you keep them locked away?”

He thought of the spacious, airy quarters enjoyed by the woifieis household, both in
his casbah in the country, and the more compact b#ssmlnate riad he kept for them
in town, as well as the beautiful gardens tiled in extgant mosaics and adorned with
fountains set aside for their exclusive use. They hadiske of any number of male
servants to escort them whenever they wanted tothéipcal souk to purchase pretty
trifles, or when they wished to visit friends on fedays. “They have every comfort they
could wish for. Why do you ask? Do | seem such an ogreu®’yo

She shrugged, her face still troubled. “Your ways are @iffefrom mine. | was seeking
to understand, not to condemn. But still, | do not think | wdikilit there. | am too fond
of my freedom to be happy in a cage, be it ever soilgrgiided.”

She needed to walk through the beautiful gardens where hmemfolk lived and bathe

in the hammam, the public bathhouse where all the womie district came to chatter
while they steamed and scrubbed. She needed to see thepsmlgistas of his land—
the tall mountains and the deserts of golden sand as the eye could see. There would
be no talk of cages then. “When you come to Moroccowitlisee for yourself the ways
in which we live.”

“When | come to Morocco?” She brushed a stray lock ofdaay from her face. “I am
sure it is a very pretty place, but | have no plansg ion my own, and my employers
do not take their children traveling.”

“You will find a warm welcome as my guest.”

“As your honored guest for as long as | take your fancy&”lalighter dissolved into the
wind. “l am afraid that position does not interest th&acks a certain permanence that |
would require in such a situation.”

Her refusal did not spoil his mood. He would give hemsih more than she had ever
dreamed of. Once she heard his offer, there would be ne tal&rof refusing him. “As
you have said yourself, your job as a nursemaid is haatipanent.”



“At least it does not spoil me to hold down similar piosis in the future. But come, let’s
not quarrel. You want to be my lover, and despite th@eission | may have given you
last night, | do not wish it. Let us leave the mattei’' b

He moved closer to her and put one arm around her shpfddéng unaccountably
pleased when she did not sidle away from his toucle &&t expected. “You are asking
me to give up my dream of being with you? That is askileg lom me.”

“On the contrary, you are asking a lot from me. Youamlang for my innocence.”

He traced down the line of her cheek with his forefingenfident of success. Her skin
was as smooth and pale as alabaster. “All | am as&mgght now is a kiss. Surely that
is not too great a boon for you to grant.”

She moistened her mouth with the tip of her tongue, a cautiession that she wanted
his kiss. “We are in the garden. Anyone could see us.”

He gestured at the empty landscape in front of thene €hildren are out with their
mother. Everyone else is safely going about their duniehe house. No one would see
us.” They were quite alone amid the cypress trees—alooegh that he could spread his
jacket out on the ground and make love to her withoutdematerruption. Not that she
would let him go as far as that—not in broad daylight. Nevoitild take the cover of
darkness and secrecy to seduce her from the last oittieitions.

“l do not trust you.” In her voice he could hear the Watween desire and caution. “Will
you stop at a kiss? Or will you use it as an excuseoimething more?”

“The power is all yours.” He took her face in his hanals laoked deeply into her eyes.
“I will stop whenever you ask me to.” He meant ewenrd of the promise he made her.
He would not take her if she was unwilling. Only whenwheted it as much as he did,
when she was unable to refuse him, would he make loverto

She leaned back against the cypress tree and let hedrédysbut. “Then you may kiss
me.”

A featherlight touch on her mouth, just to taste Aér.how sweet she was—sweeter
than dates and honey.

His hands caressed her neck and shoulders as he laaoedste her more deeply. Her
mouth opened under his, her tongue pressing against his.

One touch of her tongue against his was all it took foslmadt to harden. Planting his
feet on either side of her, he held her against thehreehest touching her breasts, and
his erection pushing against the juncture of her thighsrigten was just pushed aside,
if he were to unbutton his trousers and free his coclydwdd be able to slide inside her
with one long thrust.



He closed his eyes with the torment of it, being sse&ko paradise and yet being barred
from it. Seducing Louisa was taking all of his self-coht&he pushed him to the edge so
quickly. Just a simple kiss and all he could think alveag fucking her.

He moved his hands to her bodice, deftly unbuttoning itcasting it aside on the grass.
Then it was but a moment’s work to push her chemise donsnher shoulders and free
her breasts.

She had beautiful breasts, even whiter and more translinaemthe rest of her skin, and
tipped with nipples of a rosy pink. Bending his head, hegollsis tongue over one of
them and watched it pucker into a hard little nub.

“This is what you call stopping at a kiss?” she asked hiegthtess, but she did not tell
him to stop. Instead, she arched her back, thrustingreasts forward to beg for more.

He nibbled kisses down the side of her neck, finishing byngaker other nipple into his
mouth and sucking on it until it, too, was as tight agold go. “I am kissing you,” he
said, standing tall again. “I am kissing you all over.”

“Someone will see you.” But her protest was weak, andrelge no move to cover
herself again except to pull him closer.

“Do you want me to stop?” He had to drag the wordsThey did not want to come. If
he could, he would stay in the garden with Louisa urgihhfell, and then he would only
cease touching her for long enough to take her to his li&e imouse, where he could
fuck her in comfort.

“Not yet.” A wave of pink spread through her face atdmmission.

He took her breasts in his hands, rubbing her nippleshigtthumbs. “You like it when |
do this to you?”

The only answer she gave him was to moan gently, and teergblf against his cock
where it pressed up against her. Her chest was flushbaarniison and her breathing
was heavy.

There were other places yet to be kissed. He benehts to her breasts again, and
distracted her with kisses while he pulled her skirtatuihe back and slid his hands up to
her waist.

Her drawers were tied with a string around her waigeAtle tug on the string, and they
were no longer a barrier to his hands. Her backsiddimasnd round, and when he
leaned right in to run his fingers into the cleft betaber legs, he could feel the telltale
wetness there.

If he was hot for her, she was equally so for him.



Moving quickly, he shrugged out of his jacket and laid itltenground in front of her,
then sank to his knees, pulled her skirts up to her vaaidtstarted to kiss her thighs.

“What are you doing?”
“Kissing you,” he mumbled against her skin, “where youehagver been kissed before.”

When he reached the patch of curls at the top ofhinging, parted her folds with his
fingers, and touched the tip of his tongue to her nub ofyreashe let out a cry of
shocked delight. “I don’t think you should be doing this,” shel, when she had
recovered her breath enough to speak.

What he really ought to be doing was tossing her on ttle dica fast horse and carrying
her away with him to Morocco, where he could feast ortdhérs heart’s content. But
this would suffice him in the meantime. He thrust hemdhed up skirts into her hands.
“Hold these for me.”

Obediently she clutched her skirts up high enough for dihate unimpeded access to
her pussy. The curls that covered her there wererfdidalicate, barely thick enough to
hide her secrets, and soft and springy under his fingersukizled his face into them,
drinking in the scent of her womanhood, musky and swehbttiae wetness of her desire.

With one hand, he gently encouraged her to spread hergegsloost in need, she had
no will but what he gave her, allowing him to position Wéh her legs apart and her
hips thrust out toward him in invitation.

He explored the cleft between her legs, dipping theftipsofinger into her cunt, and
bringing it away again drenched with her juices.

Though he would not take her for the first time inglaeden, still he would give her a
taste of the pleasure she would receive at his hands asdtiess. Before he took her
back to the house, he would have her trembling in his aensldsire satisfied. Once she
realized what pleasure he could give her, she would be tiet atoser to fully
succumbing to him.

He dipped one finger into her again, moving it in and oukofina slow, steady rhythm,
pushing into her wet pussy and feeling it tighten around hisrfiktje cock strained
against his trousers, longing to replace his finger, but hpadmown his own need with
ruthless control. This was about tending to Louisa’siadefore his own.

Still fucking her with his finger, he bent his head to hestrof curls. Her nub was hot
against his tongue as he licked it, and she shuddered al®hertook it into his mouth.

Her pussy was contracting against his finger so tightlyitheas an effort to move in and
out of her. She was close to an orgasm,; he couldt fmethe way she arched into him, in
the harsh laboring of her breathing.



He could no longer hold back his own desires. With a sperdybt on by desperation,
he unbuttoned his trousers and took his cock in his free Baod#ing it with long, hard
strokes. This was no time for gentleness.

Louisa gave a cry and her pussy convulsed around his firgyemub throbbing under his
tongue. He held his finger still, deep inside her, as sheaatdde waves of her pleasure.

The knowledge that he had given her an orgasm, theéHast man had ever given her,
made him lose the remaining vestiges of his own self-cbtrfew short strokes and he
felt his own orgasm approaching. As her pussy throbbed arositficidner, he spurted his
own come onto the ground between her legs with a groattesfrelief.

Louisa slowly came to herself again. The pleasureltiigy Khair had given her was so
intense that she had been completely lost. He had tedeio the moon and back again,
and only now, with her two feet planted firmly on s@mbund again, did she realize the
enormity of what she had done.

His finger was still deep inside her, and his face was dumi&er thatch of curls. Her

face burned with embarrassment as she realized theopasite was in, her breasts bare,
her skirts around her waist and legs spread wide apart.Hddwhe been so carried away
that she had allowed him such liberties? It had beerdaesa in her blood, a few
moments of temporary insanity that had robbed her diealjood sense.

Her fingers cramped. With a start of horror she redltbat she had held up her own
skirts to allow him to touch her so intimately. She drapipem hurriedly, hiding the
sight of his head buried in her lap.

He slid his finger out of her, disentangled himself fram $kirts, and got to his feet
again. She could only look at him with wounded eyes aadked his parts away and
buttoned his trousers. Lost in her own pleasure, she hagl/antthought of his.

He turned back to her with an easy smile. “Now theny$ make you tidy again.”

With tender care, he slid her chemise back over haddéis, hiding her breasts, and
helped her into her bodice.

His jacket was still lying on the ground. He spread it owt sat down on it, then pulled
her into his arms. “Come sit with me for a time, Isau’

With her clothing repaired, she felt much more at ease, [dnyone happening upon
them by chance would think only that he had perhaps stoless okput that flush on her
cheeks and disarray her hair. They would have no rdasarspect that she had just
acted the wanton, and received the most profound pleashee life.



Though she was racked by guilt, her body was humming vatttisfaction that made her
want to curl up in his arms and sleep. She leaned back agmmand let her eyes drift
shut. Her lack of sleep began to catch up with her. Seh&lywould be safe in his
company for a few moments. If he had been intent ongahker virginity, he had already
had a perfect opportunity this afternoon, while she wdarsgone in need that she would
have allowed him anything. That he had not done so wasagase due to his
forbearance, not to her resistance.

She must break herself of this attraction to him, Bbadht, as she snuggled into his
arms. Now that her need for him was satisfied, it wbeleasier to keep her distance.
Her body would no longer betray her as it had today.v&hédd be able to resist him
from now on.

A husband and children, in a cottage in the country—thaialabe wanted in life,
nothing more.

But as modest as her dreams were, fooling around with Begimwvould put them out of
her reach forever. She must not let a moment’s pledaake precedence over her future
happiness—even though the pleasure he gave her was enontgixitate her very soul.

Khair Bey gazed down at the sleeping woman in his adnneedle from the tree above
them had floated down onto her cheek and he blew it dff avgoft breath, overcome by
a wave of tenderness.

He had given her her first taste of pleasure this aftaxnThough she was still a virgin,
he had introduced her to the sensation of a man’s totibis mouth and fingers working
to satisfy her. Soon he would take her to the ultimate plamdgleasure, replacing his
finger in her pussy with the thickness and length of hg®eged cock, filling her with
him, and flooding her with his come.

He would be the first man to breach her, as he haal theefirst man to give her pleasure.

He squelched the tendrils of guilt he felt at taking habcence. Despoiling virgins was
not his style—before now he had always confined his ttento those who had no
innocence left to lose and no reputation to sully. Lob&itempted him beyond his
ability to resist, but he would not love her and leaveasecasily as he had countless
others before. No, she was his to keep. She would bednet seasure.

Lost in pleasant daydreams of Louisa as his establisistcbss, he barely noticed the
time pass by. After no more than half an hour, he nudgedwake.

She sat up straight and blinked her eyes, disorientedHeororief nap.



“Tongues will be wagging if we spend any more time in §ypgress grove,” he
explained, “or | would have let you sleep all afternoon.”

With a muttered exclamation, she got to her feet,Hangsoff her skirts. “Bother.
Whatever will Mrs. Botham think?”

He eyed her wrinkled skirts and her mussed hair wignaesof satisfied ownership. “She
will think that you have been on a pleasant stroll wiuast,” he lied.

Louisa looked at him doubtfully, but she took his arm andthayehey picked their way
down through the lemon trees on the lower slopes dfithend back to the lawn that led
to the house.

As they approached the door, Louisa tugged her arm out df &is.a servant here. | do
not need your escort.”

He took her by the hand, unwilling to let her go just yegneaf it put her reputation in
the household at risk. “Maybe not, but | need yours.”\Bbeld not be remaining here
long enough for it to matter. As soon as his busineRalinwas completed, he would
take her away.

The housekeeper was waiting for them in the entran@eg&ve them an odd look at the
sight of them hand in hand like lovers, but she did notrgent on it. “Khair Bey, Mrs.
Winterbottom regrets that she and her husband wilbaatining at home with you
tonight. They and the children will be staying with arfdehey met in town and have
sent word for you to join them there, if you are ohiad to. They will not be back until
the morning.”

He could not have planned it better himself. “Tell thessenger that | have some
business matters to attend to, which I will take advantdgeeo absence to complete.
Have an early dinner served to me in my room, if yaage.”

Mrs. Botham nodded. “Of course, sir. Would you be wantinghamy special?”

“Just a plain dinner will be fine, and plenty of it. | fitltht my walk in the cypress grove
this afternoon has awakened my appetite.” And he wasngdorward with some
eagerness to dessert.

“Certainly, sir.”

As soon as she was gone, he pulled Louisa around thifacéSo, my dear
workingwoman, you have the whole of the evening to yofynsé¢h no children to tend.”

She looked down at her shoes. “l will spring cleanninesery while the children are
away. | have been meaning to find the time to do it foarkse



“And leave me to spend the evening alone? That is lasshibspitable of you.”

“l would be in the way. You have business to do. You saiglourself.”

Placing a finger under her chin, he tipped her head back, doneinto look at him.
“Come now, that was merely an excuse to stay behitidywu. We shall dine together in

my room, and | will show you just a taste of how we in Morocco.”

“We will just dine together?” She leaned closer to komo listening ears could
overhear. “Like this afternoon was just a kiss?”

“And | will kiss you again, if you give me leave,” heplied, unperturbed by her

whispered accusation. “But | will go no further than ycantvme to, Louisa. That much |
promise you.”

Four

In the early evening, when Khair Bey knocked on the dooetadom and let himself in
without ceremony, Louisa was freshly washed and dreadaer ifavorite gown, with her
hair redone in a style that was less severe thar. ddu@ugh she had determined that
dining with him in his room was not the most sensible s®wf action, she knew in her
heart that he would never accept her refusal. He woulee dooking for her and
persuade her into it, so she wanted to be ready forH@mvanity would not let her go to
dinner in a soiled gown or with a dirty face, particlylanot to an intimate dinner such as
he clearly had planned for her.

He looked with approval at her attire. “You look delight

She smoothed her hands over her skirts. A presentHesrrother and sisters, her gown
was the pale blue of a robin’s egg, with a low-cut bodiug ruffles at the hem. Given
that it was not suitable day wear for a nursemaidhahely ever had occasion to wear it,
but it made such a pleasant change from her usual dud grad/browns. It made her feel
as if she were a woman, not just a servant. “Thank"yShe was foolishly glad he had
noticed it.

“Come, let me take you to my room. | have prepared a surfpris@u.”

She did not rise from the chair where she sat witlnbglected mending on her lap—a
last gasp of sanity and self-preservation. “I do not thistkoluld.”

“And have all my preparations go to waste?” With on&lflmovement, he disposed of
her basket of mending onto the floor and pulled her tdelegr “I cannot allow that.”

How did he manage to overcome her resistance so easitytime? His will was so
strong that her own crumbled before it. “But...”



“Not another word,” he commanded, as he hustled hegadlwcorridor toward the guest
wing. “l shall not be refused.”

When he opened the door to his room and ushered her insidmwstierot help gasping

in wonderment. He had turned the Winterbottom’s sédmest guest room into an
Aladdin’s cave of delights. Beautiful red striped rugs vwamesad out over the floor, and
on top of them was a heap of jewel-colored cushions lahgershe had ever seen before.
On a little low table in front of the cushions stood augr of dishes filled with all sorts of
delicacies that she had not tasted in years. Figss,datd almonds were all heaped in
profusion. The room even smelled different, of exgpices rather than gas lamps and
coal dust. It was as if he had transported her intiffex@nht world.

He kicked off his boots and slid his stockinged feet intoiragfaied embroidered
slippers before sinking down onto the pile of cushionsni€gjoin me,” he ordered,
patting the cushions beside him in invitation. “You must mekt@ou are in Morocco
now, and do as we do in my homeland. It will be goodtm®ador when you come back
with me.”

She looked askance at him, lounging at ease on the Tlodrer English eyes, Moroccan
habits did not seem entirely proper. She perched rads#ahtly on the edge of a large
cushion, tucking her dress carefully around her anklesdefasping her knees with
both arms. “I am not coming to Morocco with you.”

“Of course you are. You cannot think I will leave my pydinglish rose to wither away
in Italy without me?” Khair Bey leaned back, his arnmstshed out behind his head,
amusement shining in his eyes. “You look like such a prichpaper English miss,” he
teased, “sitting there as if at any moment you expedbrieap up and bite you. Come,
relax a little. You needn’t be so stiff and formaliyou were having an audience with
the sultana herself. In Morocco we are far lessér And there are only the two of us
here.”

That was exactly why she couldn’t relax. She’'d beed toayive in to his persuasion and
come to his room in the first place. What was it alimutthat made all her common
sense desert her the moment he crooked a finger inrbetiah? It wasn't just his fine
words—plenty of other men had tried to charm her inéar theds, and none of them had
even come close enough to kiss her. It wasn't his m@sreither—he had made none.
There was just something about him that made her wantrkop in his arms and share
his warmth.

Even though she knew how dangerous he was to her peagedyfhe made her feel
safe. Though she knew how badly he wanted to make dokert he gave her the power
to continue or to withdraw. The choice of how fantleent belonged to her and until
now he had accepted her withdrawal without argument.

No, it wasn't him that made her nervous—she didn't tressdif. In the heat of the
moment, would she make the right choice, the decisianvtould safeguard her future?



Or would she fall headlong into the temptation of plea®nd set her fondest dreams
forever out of reach?

“I will just have to make you comfortable in my compahghall start by feeding you.”
He reached over, picked up a bowl of figs, and popped onéentmouth.

She savored the sweetness and the texture of the@mebds tongue as she chewed.
Even when her father had been alive, and her family hexdlsetter days, figs were a rare
treat. It was almost with regret that she finally Bovaed it. “Is this really how you eat in
Morocco?”

“Your dinner parties are strange to me. In Morocco, mehvamen eat their meals
apart, unless a man is eating alone with the woman ¢iglaig, and then he feeds her the
choicest tidbits from his own hand.”

“Eating only in the company of other women would seemrmgegdo me.”

He took a handful of almonds and fed them to her or@nky “You will get accustomed
toit.”

She ate the almonds that he fed to her with as mufhtlas the fig. If she were able to
eat almonds and figs every day, no doubt she could getasegood many things.

Not, however, to a man who had a harem full of women loeked away from daylight,
she reminded herself. And he had openly proclaimed that heavasarried to any of
them. Keeping fifty concubines might be a Moroccan custarthe thought horrified
her. Every country had its own way of doing things, loumes ways of living were too
strange, too immoral, to be able to countenance.

Life in a harem would never be for her, whichever whg looked at it. Not even if Khair
Bey were to hand-feed her figs and almonds by the busdet! lo

“When you come to Morocco with me, we will traveltt@ south and there | will feed
you fresh dates plucked from the palm trees. There engpas sweet on this earth.” He
leaned over and brushed her cheek with the back of his ffaxcept for you. You are
sweeter than dates dipped in honey.”

His fulsome praise made her feel uncomfortable. giheetned her arms around her
knees, sitting just as a child would. “You are full oflfslo words.”

“There is nothing foolish about the truth. You are vemeet, and also very beautiful.”
“More foolish words. | am too pale to be pretty.” Méet women with pink roses in

their cheeks and a healthy glow. She had always bgeseaas moonlight. Her seeming
availability, not her beauty, is what had kept men swgfiround her.



“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and in my eyrsare the loveliest woman | have
ever known. | love the pale gold of your hair, and titeness of your skin without a
single blemish, not even the tiniest freckle to mapérfection. | love the blue of your
eyes, and the way your hips sway when you walk.” He brusisdaand over her hair,
her face, and down to her hips as he spoke. “Everything ét@utay you look is what |
love in a woman.” He paused for a moment, just gaitngr “So tell me, what do you
find beautiful in a man?”

Louisa shrugged, continuing to hug her knees. “I have newagth about it.” She would
not confess that her mind ran to bronzed skin and darkhad curled over broad
shoulders, and a man too persistent to take no forsamean

“To me, a beautiful woman has the fresh taste ohgpmain, not the musty damp taste of
an autumn downpour. Her voice speaks of pleasantnesatatiigiénce, not of meanness
or stupidity.”

She looked at him, surprised that a man would look forligésice in a woman. She had
always supposed the only thing a man wanted was the trdstureen her legs and
nothing more.

She knew what he meant when he said that a woman dlastddof spring rain. She was
sure that some of the men Mr. Winterbottom did businatsswould have a particularly
vile taste, like the dust left after a coal fire has bdritself out. Most of them smelled
terribly of stale tobacco and unwashed clothes. Andf éifem spoke to her as if her
head were quite empty, with nothing but air between &es. e

Khair Bey, by contrast, smelled intriguingly spicy—nadttshe would tell him so. I
suppose a man also needs to taste fresh,” she adinted, would have to be a more
manly taste than spring rain, a taste that impliegth yet does not taste strong. As for
his voice, he would have to speak to me as an equal, sotrassort of dim-witted
creature to be ordered around with gruff commands. | hased men speak more kindly
to their hounds than they have spoken to me.”

“And have | spoken to you as if you were a dog?”

She could not help grinning at his silly question. “No, kimeay you have not. Unless
you speak more kindly to your dogs than everyone | know.”

“A woman’s body should be beautiful as well, to matwoh beauty of her mind. Her body
should not be soft and flabby from a life of overeatind mdolence, nor should it be
thin and hard from malnutrition or severity of charackethis regard, your body is most
beautiful—it is firm where it ought to be firm, yet saftall the right places.”

As he spoke to her in his lilting voice, Louisa felt hdrgsereasingly relaxed in his
presence. When she agreed to dine with him, she had featezktsoon as he got her
alone in his room, he would immediately start pawingeatclothes; instead, here she sat



on a soft silk rug, eating delicious treats and having spigaconversation, albeit not
one she would normally have with a man.

And she had to admit, for some minutes she had felt thefanmiliar dampness between
her thighs that was caused by his closeness. She remerberég had tasted her until
her breath came in short pants and every nerve ihdwr came alive in absolute
pleasure. But she ought not to dwell on such things. “l ksodiman to have some meat
on his bones,” she replied hurriedly, to take her mindheffdangerous memories, “but
not be fat from an excess of rich living.” She coudder marry a man with a paunch and
fat sausage fingers.

She felt her words rolling on, as if it were not her oxgice. It was as though she no
longer had control of her own tongue, like when she had 8aeking sherry with Mrs.
Botham in her sitting room. “And | like a man with stgorfine legs. His...his upper
muscles should be firm and strong, not soft from too miitthgs”

“Upper muscles? Where are they?”

She glared at him. He knew perfectly well what she wesning to and was just teasing
her to make her blush.

He rolled over onto his side on the floor, moving citdseher until they were almost
touching. “Here, show me these upper muscles to which yeure

She prodded his left buttock with a hesitant finger. “Here.

“Just there?”

“And here,” as she touched his right buttock.

“And how do | measure up?”

Emboldened by the discussion and wanting to tease hinuimyehe firmly gripped his
ass, and then gave him a playful slap. “Quite wellougthsay, Khair Bey. Firm and
juicy, just as they should be.”

He shared a grin with her. “Ahh, | see. Anything else yoatlike in a man?”

Louisa felt as if she had swallowed down two generousisben quick succession, as
though the constraints of her entire lifetime weretpdifted somehow by the presence of
this enigmatic man. Far from being concerned at the thaighning alone with him in
his room, she was starting to feel quite comfortableh&tethe knack of putting her at

ease.

Moreover, she was feeling a very strong need to toucpussy—to touch it in the same
way that he had with his tongue, softly and in a vengi®e place just above her



opening. No, she wanted him to touch her there, to strekas he had before, to kiss her
all over. She had expected that she would have to fighofj but now that he was
making no move on her, she was perversely disappoiBtedlonged to feel the pleasure
he had given her before, to know that he was burningeobas she was for him.

Feeling a slight reddening of her cheeks at her waywardytits, Louisa let go of her
knees and leaned back on a pile of cushions on the #odipldened to say things she
had not even dared to think about in all her previous y8afall, yes, there is more.
Personally | am not so enamored of men that areyokedute. | would imagine it is not
terribly nice to kiss a man’s body that is smothereldaiin.” She shot him a naughty look,
daring him to answer her in kind. “How well do you farg¢hat regard?”

“If I simply told you, would you believe me?”

She looked up and gave him a mischievous smile. “l am too ¢artaige a man simply
at his word. I'm afraid that | would need to determinenfyself.”

Grinning playfully, Khair Bey unbuttoned his shirt and slovdynoved it to reveal a
smooth, muscular chest. “Well?”

She knew at that point there was no going back—the fdsralefenses crumbled at the
sight of the half-naked man lying so close to her, bregthéxt to her, daring her to
touch him. If he still wanted her, she could not refuse dnything.

He was not the pasty, flabby gentleman she thought shielwae day marry, but a
strongly built man with eyes that shone with theeadure of far-off places. Wrapping
her arms around his neck, she kissed him without a wondatmay her submission.

As his soft lips touched hers, she leaned in, trying tag@iuch of her body as possible
into contact with his. Their passionate kiss continugeshe& ran her hands down his back,
around his waist, and then up his chest to his nipples wkerfngers played briefly. To
her surprise, his nipples became hard little points, mubleraswn did when he touched
them in the same manner.

Before she had tasted half enough of him, he brokeklssirand pushed her back to arms
length. “Are you sure this is what you want? You could éeaow and | will not lift a

finger to stop you. You can spend your evening darning stockirugsaire, if that is what
you truly want.”

She paused, then silently got to her feet, undid the butidhse front of her dress,
slipped it over her shoulders, and let it fall to the fld®ather than stopping there, she
pulled her cotton shift over her head and then startedrtowe her undergarments. Now
that she had made her decision, she didn’t want to stibpdy.

Caught by surprise, Khair Bey struggled to keep up, kickingisf§lippers and
removing his trousers. He lifted one leg quickly to remoseshck, got it caught on his



heel, lost his balance, and ended up in an undignifiga tedhe silk rug with dates
scattered around as the heavy brass bowl! overturned.

She couldn’t help but giggle as he lay sprawled on twe,flwearing nothing but one
sock and white silk drawers that came just to his knees.

He burst out laughing, but then stopped as he looked up siianeling over him. She

was more beautiful than he had imagined. Then he lavggead when he realized she
was dressed nearly identically, wearing nothing but whiemKkangth pantaloons and one
stocking.

He held his hand out, reaching up for her to join him onltdwe.fTaking the proffered
hand, she knelt down beside him, unable to resist running her ¢nagrdsis chest, and
once again gently squeezing his nipples between her thunforafidger. His soft
moans of pleasure encouraged her to continue.

Taking her hand again, he guided her to the drawstring of dargeds. Her eyes followed
her hand, where for the first time she noticed thattasvers were tented by his straining
cock. She tentatively touched the topmost part of thie &ad was surprised when it gave
a little jump, as if it had a mind of its own. Intriguesthe lightly stroked him over the soft
silk; each time she touched him on the very tip, his abekned more and more against
the fabric.

She stopped and looked down at him lying on his back, eyexicloearly enjoying the
attention.

She, too, was enjoying the attention she was giving hiamting to go further, she
released the bow of his drawstring and started to slidearel down his drawers. He
lited his hips slightly to assist, the silky matesatling easily over his smooth skin until
the tip of his cock became caught in the waistbandt®&jged a bit harder, eager to see
him in his naked glory, when suddenly his cock sprang free, bobbaigsh his flat
stomach. Her breath caught in her throat as shedsthltes nakedness.

The skin of his cock was a little darker than the oé$tim, with the tip forming a
prominent head. At the base, looking very delicate nesidelen his legs, his balls were
tight in his sac. With his drawers around his knees, shpdrarily abandoned removing
his clothes at the sight of his erection throbbing dighith the beat of his heart.

With growing confidence, she wrapped her hand around his lsa.dhaking her hand
again, Khair Bey guided it up and down his shaft a few tisieswing her how to touch
him to give him pleasure.

Remembering how he had pleasured her with his tongueeshewer and tentatively
licked at the tip of his cock. He tasted mildly saltyrigued, she bent her head for
another taste of him, licking the full length of his koc



Judging by his moans of pleasure, he liked it as mucheakaghliked him tasting her.
With her hand around the base of his cock, she openedouth end engulfed him as far
as she could. He was larger than she had expected, sotlspetmouldn’t take more
than half of him in her mouth. She wondered how he wtadtinside her—if it would
hurt the first time.

“Stand up and let me admire your body. You are surely th&t beautiful woman | have
ever seen.”

She was not yet ready to let him take control, butadlogved his cock to slide out of her
mouth so she could answer. “Nonsense, you must haversegnwomen, and many
more beautiful than me.”

“It may be that some have greater physical beauty, bhtyau it is a combination of
many things that add up to perfection. Where do you supposeastysensitive pleasure
area is?”

He smiled and shook his head as she glanced once nfasecack. “No, not there, but
here.” He tapped his head. “My brain is where | feelrdediow stand for me and finish
undressing so | can admire you properly.”

She stood, blushing slightly at his gaze. Turning away, sherém her pantaloons to the
floor, providing him with a view of her buttocks. She lifteer leg to remove her
remaining stocking, certain she could physically feel esdooking at her most
intimate places.

Turning once more to face him, she was now fully nude.hadealways imagined that
this moment, the first time she was naked before g manld be in the safety of the dark
and under the bedclothes—not in a well-lit room witk gigs and cushions on the floor,
and a naked man sprawled at his ease in front of her.

Looking down at him, she was surprised to see him touchingbls stroking with his
hand without a hint of embarrassment. His eyes se&mgelvour her body as he stared
at the soft hair of her pussy.

Her hands seemed to have a will of their own, questingdosensitive spot as she in
turn stared at his hand slowly sliding up and down, reachingsao@lly to caress his
balls.

With his free hand, he beckoned her to lie down on thesgfeside him. He leaned
over and kissed her deeply before moving down to lightighohis lips over her nipples.
His mouth caused her back to arch in pleasure as heatdtlsrsucked, licked, and then
blew a cooling breath across each nipple.

When she thought she could bear no more, he kissed betebreasts, and then made
a chain of tickling, nibbling kisses down her stomach, bsipgsher pussy to tenderly



kiss her inner thighs. She found herself spreading hemlelgsas he nibbled his way
back up to the opening of her cunt, mutely inviting him ts kisr where she most
needed to be kissed.

Lying back, now completely in his power, she allowed hirifttand spread her legs,
opening herself to his sight and touch. Her fists clenaftedhe silk rug in pleasure as
he bent his head and licked at her opening, swirling his toingige her as far as he
could. Just when she thought she had reached the sunengtagy, he moved up
slightly to suck gently on the hard nub at the top ofduat. In only a few seconds, her
whole body cried out with the overwhelming sensatmmgsing through her. Her blood
pounding in her ears, her nerves singing with the poWeemorgasm, she collapsed
limply onto the rug, her eyes closed in utter bliss.

Drawing up to his haunches, he looked at her lying before3t@mwas indeed a delight,
inexperienced and yet so in tune with her own body thatvelseready to enjoy its
pleasures without reservation.

Opening her eyes, she saw him kneeling over her and smilee labk of need in his
eyes. She reached out and touched his cock, which hadmostdaf its hardness, sliding
her forefinger along the underside of its length. Shehadgvhen it gave an involuntary
twitch as she touched its sensitive head. Encouragedirsiked him as she had seen him
do to himself earlier, pausing now and then to caressgiiesac between his legs,
carefully massaging the two delicate ovals inside.

Within a few short moments he was once again fullg hlais cock angling out from his
body, the head faintly purple and bobbing slightly withputse.

Knowing the time was right, she guided him betweendgs Where he rested his cock at
the entrance to her wet cunt. He rubbed his cock up and kdemapening, her copious
juices making the head slick and shiny in the gaslight. Elemly he slid inside her,
stretching her with his thickness. With half his cock @&tin her, he pulled out so that
once more the shiny purplish head rested just outsideuineér Once more he slid half in,
then out again.

He continued the teasing for several minutes until shelcahd it no longer. Reaching
out to grab his strong buttocks, she pulled him to herjmgdkim bury his cock
completely inside her. There was a moment of hesitats she was fully penetrated for
the first time—a small tearing feeling and then he iwaslis cock filled the empty space
inside her, giving her a feeling of completeness she haa kewe/n before.

He held still for a moment, deep inside her, and themest a slow back and forth
rocking, his cock sliding in and out with each thrust. Smerfull length was moving
inside her, the head nearly slipping out then plungirighflilagain, filling her with
feelings she never knew were in her.



Once more she felt her pleasure intensifying until sudddwypsaked, her hands pulling
on his strong back, trying to get him even further inside.@led out, calling his name,
as her body went rigid in ecstasy.

He lay there for a moment, struggling to control his @ngasm. Never had a woman
caused him to come so quickly. He was a man who prided Ifiomskis stamina, but on
this occasion he could last no longer. Withdrawing ffe@nhot pussy, he rubbed his
cock over her sensitive clit until his own orgasm ovezlwied him and his hot seed
spurted out, splashing up over her stomach and breasts.

Exhausted, he collapsed on top of her, where he lay fooment before propping
himself up on his elbows. “Thank you, Louisa. You have givera rare and precious
gift. | will treasure it as it deserves to be treastired.

Louisa lay silently next to him as his breathing deepenedsieep. Though her body
was sated, her mind was deeply troubled.

So, this was the end of her dreams. She no longer exktihé inducement of virginity to
entice a respectable man to marry her. There was noipdlaming Khair Bey for
seducing her. She would not take the easy way out andeslectnsShe had fully
participated in her own shame—indeed, she had eagerlgpmettit. In agreeing to meet
with him in his room, ostensibly to dine with him, she kadwingly rushed headlong to
her own ruin.

The worst thing was that she had wanted him to take fitez.Had pulled back or seemed
unwilling, she would have fallen to her knees and beggeddouarne inside her. Her
need had been unstoppable. Even now, though he had made keéocmorgasm twice
in one night, she could feel the pull of desire for hitme hieat of his body lying next to
her on the cushions made her pussy wet with wanting hiovexd again. If he was awake
right now, she would pull him close to her and welcohsesurge of his cock inside her
body, just as she had the first time. Knowing thatvhe bad for her was no protection
against temptation.

The one saving grace was that he had pulled out of hienen rather than filling her with
his seed. No babe would come of this night.

But if she stayed in the Winterbottoms’ house and atbwim to seduce her all over
again—as she surely would—would he always have the cdatpalll out of her in time?
She had already lost her virginity. Would she one day fierself also with child?

She could not resist him when he was with her—that muhclear. If she was to save
herself from falling headlong into a disastrous affstie would have to leave him. Only
when he was far away from her would she be able to tiheaklg once more.



She edged away from him slowly. He muttered in his sledgraew out an arm as if to
stop her from leaving, but she wriggled away from undeititout waking him. From
now on, she would keep her distance from him, no mattat it cost her.

She paused before getting to her feet and looked downslebmng form. He had been
so kind to her, paying her attention, feeding her delisaeaied talking to her as if she
were not just a servant. A lock of hair had fallen dvsrforehead and she brushed it
away with a gentle hand. She could almost fancy treatsts in love with him.

That foolish thought made her get to her feet with adégeicmovement. Love was a
distraction that a poor nursery maid could ill afforghexsally love for a wealthy
foreigner who kept a harem full of girls like her i liomeland. If she did not leave him
now, she would end up losing everything, including her ssipect.

He looked so alone and vulnerable lying there naked on theéoass Grabbing a soft
wool blanket from the sofa in the corner, she drapeddtfaly over him so he would not
catch cold, and then tiptoed carefully from the room.

Louisa stood in front of Mrs. Winterbottom feelingibshe were a condemned prisoner
facing a firing squad. The Winterbottoms had been so good tandeshe hated to cause
them any grief, but it must be done. Her mind was made @ph&hto leave Naples, and
the sooner the better.

Mrs. Winterbottom raised her eyebrows at Louisa’sisée “Well, Louisa, what is
troubling you? Fidelia told me you wished to speak with i@ rmorning.”

“I am handing in my notice, ma’am,” Louisa said irualr of breath. Back in her own

bed once more, she had lain awake much of the night thinkmgt avhat she should do,
and now that she had made up her mind, she was set oouinge of action. Leaving the
country immediately was the best and surest way to pseleut of Khair Bey’s reach.

“I am very sorry, | do not mean to cause you any troufudkel avill stay as long as you
need to find someone else to care for your girls, buédl me return to England as soon as
| can.”

Something in her face or her voice must have alarmed\WMirgerbottom. “Is everything
all right? There is no trouble with your family, ietle? Are your brother and sisters
well?”

“Yes, ma’am, they are all well.” She could feel hertbot lip quivering and she willed
herself to smile rather than to cry. It was just Mresss that was making her so
emotional, she told herself—weariness and a deep disappatnitniger own weakness,
nothing more. “But my sister Beatrice has written ygia of how much she misses me,
and | have a desperate desire to return to Englandidtilyely, but | miss my home
badly at this time of year and | have not been baskilong.”



Mrs. Winterbottom pursed her lips. “Well,” she saidmdig “if that is indeed your
decision...”

“Oh yes, it is. It has to be.”

“I will confess that we have been thinking for a montltvao now that we really ought to
get the girls a governess, or even to send them awschtml, but they seemed quite
content with you. | was looking around for a suitableifato pass you on to, and | had
thought that with Mrs. Buchanan expecting any day now..."dalve a little blush at
such plain speaking. “But no matter. If you are determinedtton to England, | shall
raise no objections.”

Louisa gave a tiny smile of gratitude. It had been e#isé&r she had feared to break the
news of her departure, and Mrs. Winterbottom did nansaeall put out that she wanted
to leave them.

“Mr. Winterbottom will book you a passage, for of caug®u must go by ship. It is so
much more pleasant than the long journey overland, amdyibu have to get on a boat
anyway to get across the channel to Dover. If you wardtton to Italy in a month or
two, I’'m sure Mrs. Buchanan will be pleased to take you ghall have a word with her
about it. She has often remarked to me how good yowidréHester and Prudence. And
then, of course, you could come to visit them with NBigchanan and her new arrival.
How delightful that would be.”

Relief that there would be no obstacles put in her efdgaving made Louisa’s head
spin. “Thank you. You are very kind. | am indeed anxiousettlome.” Truthfully
speaking, she was only anxious to leave Naples, but it agwtmthe same thing.

Mrs. Winterbottom took her hand and gave it a materrnal'ibgou are that desirous of
leaving right away, we can find you a merchant ship toosaih short order. | shall have
Mr. Winterbottom look into it right away.”

Louisa left the room feeling as if a weight had beenrtakkEher shoulders. She would be
able to remove herself from temptation and return todhajlto safety, and nurse her
wounds in peace.

Khair Bey was a threat to her—a bigger threat than hddsever acknowledge. She was
nothing to him; she could be nothing to him but a pleasastinpa He was wealthy and
powerful; she was poor and dependent on her positiomassary maid to live. Even
now, if she were to find herself pregnant, he would gdis merry way, while she would
have to suffer the consequences of her foolishness foeshef her life.

She shut her eyes and breathed deeply to dispel the painibréatened to overcome her
at the prospect. There was no sense in dwelling onsthslre had run. She had only
succumbed to his seduction once, and she was sure he letiquilbf her in time. Fate



would surely not be so unkind as to punish her that harshjysbone mistake, a
mistake that she was trying so hard to remedy.

As for his offer to take her back to Morocco with hing $élt her gorge rise at the
thought. To be immured in a harem with fifty other woimall of whom he had taken to
his bed? It seemed to her to be a vision of a living kiellv she would hate the other
women for taking even one fraction of his attentiompadwom her. How jealous she
would be when he called on one of them instead of hdra@ iis evening meal and then
his bed. She could not even begin to guess how they maragledre one man among so
many. She could not live like that. Not even for him. Eggdly not for him.

Her eyes teared over. She could not adapt to his woddv&lys were too foreign to her.
Neither could she imagine him striding down the street®oflon in his embroidered
waistcoat and his red fez. Even in sunburned Italy heeld@xotic, but on the drab, gray
streets of London he would stand out like a purple and blumpka@among a bunch of
gray geese. And just imagine the horror of his neighlbdws were to bring his harem
with him!

No, it was best this way. She would cut herself offrfieim with a short, sharp shock,
and then she could get on with the business of healimgpuld hurt less in the long run
than the gradual fading of her hopes and the eventual déstrao€her heart, which
would be pulled to pieces one strand at a time.

Given enough time, she would forget about him. She woulehunlthe texture of his
skin, the taste of his body, and the touch of his hdwddonger would she pine for the
sight of him striding toward her, his proud head held higlfipiothe warmth of his body
cradling her in the night.

She had to keep telling herself that, or she would go mad.

Khair Bey slept late that morning, his entire body satethe lovemaking he had finally
enjoyed with his pretty Louisa. She was everything he hawk she would be, and
more. While the sex had been more explosive than hevecdexperienced before, he
had not expected to feel such a pull of tenderness tblwear a desire to protect her from
the world, to cherish her. He was not the type of mdedbanything for his casual
amours other than a passing fancy and a need for satiafactio

He had been right in thinking that one night with her wawglder be enough for him. She
had crept under his skin and become so much more thaua camp, even more than a
mistress. He needed her as he had never needed a \wefosn

His mother was always hinting at his duty to marry. Makib should just marry Louisa
and be done with it. Her sweet temper meant that shddvbe easy to live with, and she
would be a good mother to their children. True, she carharable stock, but what did



that matter to him? He had no need of more wealth, amt@&@st in marrying the
pampered daughter of a powerful bey who would expect him twedstendance on her
at every turn.

Why hide her away in Medina as his mistress and risk Idsngo another man, when he
could wed her and live with her as publicly as he pleadeel.nfore he thought about it,
the better he liked the idea.

The elders of his village would be displeased if he taglkblack to Morocco as his wife.
They did not approve of the young men hankering aftergiongomen, but once they
had met Louisa and seen her sweetness for themsiiggsyould understand his
fascination with her.

Whatever their reaction would be, he had made his daciSioe belonged to him now,
and he would keep her.

He rolled over to take her in his arms and was greatyrdbed to find the cushions by
his side empty. He had expected to wake up next to heegtber hair tousled by sleep
as she lay beside him, and to feel her body languid the remnants of the night. Her
languor would not have lasted for long in the face othgerness to touch her and taste
her once more.

But she wasn'’t there. Suddenly he was utterly awakengasimself up on his cushions
to see if she had merely gotten up for some fresh air.

The silence in the room told its own story. She wasegéle flung the blanket off with a
mumbled curse. Was she so ashamed of being his lovestin&iad to creep away like a
thief in the night from his room? Surely she was not thg serlvant in the house to
occasionally wake up in a bedchamber that was not herlowas too late for modesty
now—she had given herself to him completely, and he had levery inch of her. To
pretend otherwise was nothing more than a lie.

He glanced down at himself, his usual early morning emregtiouder and thicker than
was common. His body was more than ready to loveyameh of her all over again—
with every inch of him.

Though he wanted nothing more than to chase her down hegétand now, he
reluctantly admitted that he was a guest in anothersrtanise and proprieties ought to
be observed. Unfortunately for his peace of mind, he awtldjo rampaging through the
corridors demanding Louisa’s whereabouts. Such anticsdwautily help him to find
favor in her eyes, or in the eyes of his rather rehudtast.

With gritted teeth, he washed and attired himself ferday with as much care and
punctiliousness as usual, before descending to take hifdsta&ffee with Mr.
Winterbottom as though nothing unusual had happened.



Louisa’s time would come, he vowed silently, as he dahabearty breakfast of
scrambled eggs and smoked kipper in the company of his hostoide make sure that
she realized her place was with him—all the night through

Though the morning was warm and sunny, she was not in tergplaying with the
children as he had expected. A streak of disappointmenttsioaigh him. He loved to
watch her with the children; she treated them with $oxd and kindness, they could not
help but blossom under her care. They responded to her waithtartless affection,
treating her as they would a treasured big sister.

A picture flashed through his mind of Louisa playing with &en children—with their
children—two golden-skinned imps with his dark hair but herrdiae eyes. As much
as she loved the two little girls in her care, slo@il love her own even more. They
would be hers, as Prudence and Hester never could be.

The image tugged at his heartstrings. He wanted childrenrparahis name, to keep a
piece of himself alive long after he was gone. Louisaldvbe his wife, the mother of his
children. No other woman would do.

Of course, he had to find her first, and inform her of hissilen. So far, she was proving
to be annoyingly elusive.

She was not in the garden, nor was she sitting with Wisterbottom in the parlor.

When he peeked in the door of the nursery, the room wag el housekeeper had
not seen her, and neither had the cook. They lookednasuspiciously when he inquired
about her whereabouts, but he did not elaborate oeds®ns for seeking her. The whole
household would know soon enough that he had laid clainrtdJhél then, as a bey, he
was above explaining his actions.

Irritated by his failure to find her, he let himself intermoom and sat down to wait. She
could not avoid him for long. Sooner or later she would find ttiene, and he would
make his position clear.

He did not have long to wait. Before the bell had rumghHe midday meal, Louisa came
into her room. She started at seeing him there. “bogake a habit of intruding where
you are not wanted?” she asked snippily. “Go on, shbavé work to do.”

Her eyes were red, as if she had been crying. He wamtale her into his arms and kiss
her, tell her that everything would be alright and tleatould protect her, but with the
mood she was in, she would only rebuff him. “Do you makabit of running away

from your lover in the middle of the night, leaving himswmour the house for you the
next morning?” he asked instead.



“You are not my lover; you are merely...merely...” Lost Words, her voice tailed off
into silence.

“Merely the man who took your virginity?” he suggested.é€Than in whose arms you
spent last night, screaming with pleasure? The man wie\gal a taste of heaven in his
arms?”

She made an impatient movement with her hands, as Wahted to brush away the
memory. “Merely a foolish fling, a passing fancy, anredtgn—nothing more.”

“Do you take all your passing fancies to bed with you?'sHeok his head in mock
reproof. “I cannot think your employers would be pleaseuketr of such conduct taking
place in their household. Their sweet, innocent nurggrtiee guardian of their innocent
daughters, proving herself no better than a whore.” Hislsvarere hard and cruel, but he
found her dismissal of their lovemaking harder and eruglan anything he could say.

“It would not matter. | have handed in my notice thigmmag. | no longer have a
position here.”

A smile of triumph lit his face. So, despite her prtdes the contrary the previous
evening, and despite her argument just now that he hadyrbeen a passing fancy, she
had decided to come to Morocco with him after all. He was tglasee her already so
reconciled to her destiny. He’d not expected his victoilyetgo easy, but her capitulation
was no less sweet for all its speed. “You will nosbey. Morocco is a beautiful country
and | will take good care of you there.”

“You misunderstand me. | am going back to England.”

He looked at her, not comprehending at first what shet@liasg him. She could not be
saying that she was leaving him. Then realization dawneal Want to visit your
homeland before you come to mine?” It was a naturalgmdesire, he supposed, though
her timing could be better. After dallying in Italy longbkah expected, he needed to get
back to Morocco with the profits of his rug selling for his plecas soon as he could.
Besides, Italy was all very well, but he was missingols country and his own people.
There was no place like home when the intense hebedummer days started to fade
into the cooler evenings of autumn.

“l am not going to Morocco with you. Not now, and not lateam going back to
England.” It was a simple statement, uttered withuss or fanfare.

Did she really think she could brush him off that easily2ude a descendant of pirates,
and only too used to getting his own way. A simple slip dEaglish girl would hardly
present a challenge to him. “l will not allow it.”

Her refusal was nothing but her foolishness talking utigerstandable nervousness of a
young woman about to embark on a new life in a fore@mtry with a man who was



still a stranger to her in so many ways. Didn’t she ktioat he would protect her and see
to her safety, wherever she went? It was his duty—aaidatwould be his pleasure—to
keep her happy.

She smiled at him then, a sad smile that tugged at his kiEastepped forward to take

her into his arms, to whisper words of love into her amake her see that she belonged
with him, and to put a real smile back on her face. Tha®no need for sadness now
that they were together.

She almost stumbled in her haste to move backward out oédch. “You have no say in
the matter. The decision is mine to make.”

“You are promised to me. That gives me every right teelaasay.”
“We shared a night together. | made no promises to yaujidg/ou to me.”

Was she being deliberately obtuse? “I asked you to retury toomeland with me. Is
that not promise enough for you?”

“You forget that | did not accept.”

“Marry me, Louisa.” He put all his powers of persuasidn e question. “Come to
Morocco as my wife.”

“I will not marry you.” To his dismay, she seemed to shuddehe very thought of it.

“Did last night mean nothing to you, then?” He did noteésa& her, could not believe her.
She had given the gift of her chastity to him, the mostious thing she could ever have
bestowed on him. How could she have remained unmoveatittnow as if it were of
no matter? It was simply not possible.

Her threat to leave him now was irrational, compleselgseless. He could not
understand why she would even think such thoughts, let altareth#m out loud.

“It was a mistake, nothing more.”

“A mistake?” Louisa was calling their glorious night ttdggr a mistake? In all
seriousness, she was calling her gift to him nothing ni@e a mistake, when he would
cherish it for the rest of his life. Her words bothuilbsd and offended him. If she were a
man and a member of his tribe, he would have her punishéssfor

“And one that | do not intend to repeat.”

He held out his hand to her, hating the way she shrank tis touch as if he were
poison. “Louisa,” he said, and then stopped, not knowirgt wise to say to her. He did



not understand her mood this morning. Was she so proud &hafastied to make him
beg for her favor?

He was a bey, the leader of his people. Beys did nptTieey commanded, and people
obeyed them without question. “Come here to me.”

At his tone of command, she shuffled a fraction clésdrim, but not close enough for
his liking. “Closer.”

She shook her head mutely and remained where she was.

He spoke gently but firmly to her, as if he were spagkina small child. “I will
conclude my business here in Naples as soon as hdaneawill leave for Morocco
within the week. | will not leave you here. | will tageu back with me. There will be no
more of this nonsense that you are going to England.”

There, that should settle the matter. He had made &isew/plain.

Five

Five short days later, Louisa lay on her hard bunk inyacabin on a merchant ship
bound for Bristol. It was done. She had left Khair Biey,all his blustering, and she was
on her way home. In just a little while, she woulddaek in England and would see all
her family again. She was especially looking forwardetargy Beatrice, the sister closest
to her in age, and the one she missed the most. Itdeadtbo long since she had seen
her, too long since she had seen all her family.

The prospect of a reunion with her beloved brother anersisught to make her feel
happy, but truthfully, she was utterly miserable. Ferftst time in her life she had
fallen in love, passionately and hopelessly in lowel with the most unsuitable man she
could ever hope to find. No kindly steward or handsome yoawoigmian for her, who
would marry her and settle down in a cottage in the cowttgre they would raise a
family together. Instead, she had to fall in love withemlthy foreigner whose idea of a
“happily ever after” ending was to cart her off tajall his other women in a harem,
where she would become little more than his slaveyTshie was a fool.

The ship rose up another swell then dropped down the adleearsd she felt her stomach
heave. Traveling by ship was nasty. How she wished theeYiottoms had booked her
passage in one of the new steamships, rather tharidrgaibng ship. Her trip then

would have been half as long, though it would have cost beg.rmhey had already been
wallowing in heavy seas for a day and a night on end,raré tvas no relief in sight.

She could not even go outside to feel the salt spragofabe and get out of the noisome
air in her berth for fear that she would slip on thet decking and fall overboard. After
feeling sick for so long, it was doubtful whether her Istithad the strength to hold her
upright.



She really ought to have refused Mrs. Winterbottom’sradf a berth on one of her
husband’s ships, and made her way slowly overland to Cdlaisuld have taken three
times as long, but not half as hard on her poor stomadmaw that she was safely away
from Khair Bey, she was in no particular hurry tocte&ngland.

It was the motion of the ship rising and dipping on theesahat made her feel so
dreadful—there was nothing more to it. Nobody could feekciul when they were so
seasick they could not eat or drink without retching. Heenyiover Khair Bey would
disappear as soon as she was on dry land again. The evasasHeeling now, she would
welcome falling into the sea if it would mean someefdtiom her queasy stomach.

Her misery was interrupted by a knock on the door. Thearapoked his head around
the corner. “Excuse me, Miss, we're just going to heawant lower the sails, so don't
be alarmed if the ship starts wallowing with a bit oeain sea running. We’'ve sighted a
ship that’s flying distress flags and we’re obliged to ofesistance.”

She didn’t understand much of what the captain had sa&peihe part about
wallowing, which didn’t sound very pleasant. It was8bon the familiar rise and fall of
the ship under way was replaced by an even worse siddetorstion that seemed to
swirl her stomach around in every way imaginable.

She was so miserable that she didn’'t even hear ike abshouting and cursing up on
the deck at first. Not until the sound of a pistol sleverberated through her cabin walls
did she notice that anything was amiss. She sat up weakigraobed, but the movement
made her head swim and her stomach heave. Hoping to kesipkress at bay, she
reached for the glass of water sitting in its lititdder on the tiny table to rinse out her
mouth.

The noise of shouting and cursing was louder now—she wondevedhe had missed it
before. Maybe the sailors had mutinied. Or maybe thdyhitaa reef and were sinking
and the pistol shot had been a warning to everyonééadahe lifeboats.

Sick as she was, she didn’t want to drown in this ralsle stretch of water if she could
help it. Moving carefully, she swung her legs overdtige of the bunk and lowered
herself to the ground. The ship bucked under her and she grabbeter bunk for
balance.

It wasn’'t so hard to move about once she got the hangAs lbng as she kept hold of
something with at least one hand to steady herself wWieefloor suddenly dipped from
under her, she could manage reasonably well.

She pushed open the door to her cabin and looked out intolthestuffed high with
bales of material bound for England. Threading her wayutgh the merchandise, she
came to the hatchway that led to the upper deck.



Just as she reached it, it opened and the captain, @igriag with fear, came tumbling
down to fall at her feet.

His clear distress made the butterflies in her stbnmaltiply a thousandfold. She
grabbed at the sleeve of his jacket as he passed. “What'g)® The lump of fear in her
throat almost prevented her from speaking. “Are we sgiKi

He ignored her question, shook off her arm, and dartechistown cabin, coming out
again with a pistol in his hand. “Get back into your namnd lock the door,” he said
brusquely as he passed. “If they catch sight of you, youidvbe better off dead.”

She stared after him as he climbed back up through thieweagcbrandishing his pistol
as he went. “What’s wrong? If who catches sight of'me?

“Barbary pirates. They've boarded us.” With that, hek&d the hatchway shut behind
him.

Louisa stared after him, rendered motionless with hoRibates? Mr. Winterbottom had
assured her that the danger from pirates was long gathéeamad never lost a ship or
even a part of his cargo to the renegades who had onmodlgahthe Straits of Gibraltar
preying on any hapless ship who needed to pass through tbev isaretch of water that
separated Spain from the northern tip of Africa.

The waters of the Mediterranean, he had claimed, m@reas safe as his own back
garden. Sailing to England on a merchant ship would besasait and relaxing as
taking a cruise and the sea air would be beneficia¢tavieak lungs. By the time she
reached England, she would be positively bursting witltthea

Now her ship was being boarded by Barbary pirates? St&delto her stomach all over
again, and this time it had little to do with the lurchirighe boat.

So much for Mr. Winterbottom’s assurances. The joureeyngd less like a pleasant
cruise and more like a waking nightmare with every passiinute, and her lungs were
bursting with fear, not with health.

She turned on her heel and made her way back to herasahinckly as she could,
bolting the door behind her with trembling hands. The captas\nght—she would be
better off dead than as the captive of those barbati#e®/en only knows what they
would do to her if they found her on board. She would surelsaped, and then have her
throat slit and be flung over the side to feed the §shi they didn’t torture her first for
their own amusement.

She sat on her bunk, her knuckles white with tensionwillezl herself not to let the
least sound of fear escape her. Her only hope lay nglas quiet and still as a mouse
and escaping their notice.



As she sat there in terror, the noise and the shogtamtpally died down overhead. The
only sounds she could hear were the slapping of the wgdersa the wooden hull of the
ship, the thud of the sailors’ feet on the deck abovedmef the creak of the ropes and the
groan of the sails in the wind.

The captain had not fired his pistol, but she didn’t kifavat was a good sign or a bad
one. Maybe the crew had been overpowered at once apadtes were in charge of the
vessel. Or maybe the captain and crew had frightened diffeby putting up a good
resistance, and they had left to seek easier prey. 8helevas still in doubt, she did not
dare to unbolt her door to see what was happening. Evaa fighting was not yet over
and the crew needed her help, she had no weapon and wouleseanlthe way. The
cabin was her only protection.

Just as she was starting to think that the danger nlidgi¢ aver, there was a heavy
knock on her door. She froze, petrified, until she hearditlice of the captain. “Are you
all right in there, Miss?”

“Yes.” Her voice was little more than a squeak. Sharelé her throat and tried again.
“Yes. I'm fine.” The relief of knowing that the captaivas alive and well almost made
her faint, and she hurriedly put her head between heskoestop the blackness from
overtaking her. The crew must have repelled the pirat@seared them off without a
shot being fired.

Her door handle rattled, but the bolts held it shut. ‘@injour door.”

A couple of deep breaths and she almost felt normal agaengot to her feet, hanging
on to the bunk for balance. At least her fear seemédve chased away her nausea for
the moment. She could be thankful for small merciase the pirates gone now? Is
everyone safe?”

“Everything is fine now, Miss.” The captain’s voice soundedly strained. She
supposed it was the aftereffect of having pirates boarshipsand try to make off with
his cargo.

She unbolted her cabin door and swung it open.

Outside stood a group of dark-skinned men in loose shitesdhat the waist over baggy
trousers—not the ship’s crew. One of them held the captgatly with his arms
pinioned behind his back, and with a jagged-looking knife at histh

Louisa gasped with fear and tried to slam the cabin dadgragfain, but she was not fast
enough. One of the men put his booted foot in the walgesddor would not close. His
foot in the door, he grinned at her, his teeth a wickashsbf white in his face.



Though she leaned all her weight against the door, she cotifebldl them back. Several
of them pushed the door open and crowded inside the cabmeyksifirmly fixed on
her, as if she were a great treasure.

She backed into a corner, her arms crossed in frorgradshif she could ward off the
intruders with the strength of her will. Her worst niglate had become her new reality.
The captain had betrayed her.

All her feeble efforts to protect herself were of ne.uBefore she could do anything
more than whimper in fright, her arms were tied behindahiér a piece of dirty rag, and
she was being manhandled out of the cabin.

“I'm sorry, Miss,” the captain cried, as she strugglathly against her captors. “They
were too strong for us. As soon as they heard there wasnan passenger on board,
they threatened to murder my crew and then set fideetship if | did not do as they
asked. There was no hope for you either way, but by gixoogup at least | get to save
my men.”

She knew that he had lied to her to save his own Itie.smell of fear clung to him like a
second skin. “What will they do with me?” she askedsting around to read the truth in
his face.

He could not meet her eyes. “I'm sure they will trgat well. Pretty young women are
highly prized all along the Barbary Coast. They will n@int any harm to come to you or
they will lose their profit.”

The meaning of his words sunk into her with enough forcaki® &ll the air out of her
lungs. She’d wondered why the hold, as they passed thrqugitdiseemed as crowded
as before, when she had expected it to be despoiled anyg @naptything of value. Now
she knew. The pirates had not bothered with the cargdoé faecause they already had
the most valuable item on board—at least in their.€llagy were going to sell her as a
white slave—for what nefarious purpose she could guesdamlyasily.

She threw an anguished glance at the captain as dtegpghoved her through the
hatchway and out onto the deck. He was allowing her taken, knowing the dreadful
fate that awaited her. She wanted to scream at hiagmand disgust. What kind of a
weasel let a woman under his protection be taken offsateitude by pirates? Had he
been a real man, he would have fought for her libegead of giving in without striking
a single blow in her defense.

It was the first time she had been out on the deck sisgehad sailed out of the harbor.
The sea rose and fell in big, rolling swells, taking the-skand her balance—with it.
Despite her days on the ship, she could not gain hemdsatan the slippery wooden deck.
Though she stumbled and grabbed at whatever she could for singpardptors hurried
her onward to the railing.



Standing on the edge and clinging to the rail, she couldang but ocean as far as the
horizon—no land, nothing but a vast blue emptiness. iShaixcept for the pirate ship,
afloat some distance away.

She blinked in disbelief as she looked at it. For a pshig, it appeared remarkably
similar to the merchant ship she had been travelinig was the same general size,
though its masts were taller and it looked lighter astefa The ship gave out an air of
menace, as though it was built for stealth and spe®asdit’t flying the skull and cross-
bones, an obvious sign of its nefarious intentionsakdgtep red flag the color of blood.

There were no other sails in the distance to offerttpe of rescue—no one to call for
help; nothing but despair. The pirates motioned for defib over the rail, and looking
down into the heaving sea, she saw a small boat withréavers, their oars vertical in
the air, as a fifth man clung to a rope ladder, holdmegrowboat steady against the side
of the ship.

With a sword at her back, Louisa eased over the raliegknees weak with fright and
her knuckles white from the effort of hanging on. Tea gawned hungrily below her.
She shut her eyes tightly, both hoping and fearingstatvould fall and find a swift
death in the embrace of the cold waves. It would bedekifate than spending the rest of
her life as a slave of some barbaric Barbary prince.

Somehow she managed to descend the ladder, and thé fialét short distance into the
longboat, where one of the men caught her. The rentapirates scuttled down the
ladder with ease and pushed off from the sailing ship. Asrthegd toward the pirate
ship she looked back at the merchant ship in complete,teaxain her life would soon
come to an end.

Her emotions drained and her body numb with despairaghia the bottom of the little
boat as it came alongside the pirate ship. Unable to rsbeeyas carried over the
shoulder of a pirate like a sack of wheat and lifted up tre deck. As she was carried
across the deck, she looked up and thought she saw a fdauka

Surely that was not Khair Bey standing at the helIm?s@bek her head to clear her
vision. When she looked again, the figure was gone—if it hadlgeen there in the first
place. Her imagination must be playing tricks on her anasty her what she wanted to
see. They were close to the coast of North Africarethe came from, and there must be
many men who resembled him here.

The vision of his face gave her new courage to fight agaer captors, but all her efforts
were in vain. Though she struggled to be released, she wasl@own into the hold of
the pirate ship with no ceremony and dumped not too harshlyedounk bed of another
tiny cabin.

With a smile that she wasn't sure was meant to reassuegrify her, her captor backed
away and left her alone, bolting the door behind him frioenautside.



She quickly took stock of her surroundings: a wooden burkkcdto the floor so it would
not move during a storm; a mattress made of ticking,reovim a couple of rough
blankets; and an empty sea chest, also nailed to the Tlbere was nothing at all that
she could turn into a makeshift weapon.

She tested the door. It was firmly bolted, as she hapested. There was no way out of
her cabin until her captors chose to release her. Icasg), the longer her door stayed
firmly bolted during the voyage, the safer she would be.

Sitting on the bunk, she took several deep breaths totbalpounding of her heart. Her
relief at finding herself safe for now, instead of baiaged by a dozen fearsome pirates,
was tempered by her terror of what the next few dayddvaring.

She had heard stories of what Barbary pirates did tavdimeen they captured. The
prospect made her shudder with fear and disgust.

Her best chance was to act like a virgin, even taghittie if she must. Untouched
women fetched a far higher price on the slave marketysryone said, and the pirates,
however savage they might be, would surely want to thaitnighest profit from her
capture. If they were to find out she was less valuakble tihey had hoped, she would
surely suffer the worst kind of mistreatment at theinds before they disposed of her.

Khair Bey strode across the deck of his fastest tradiagele*Well?” he demanded of
the rough-looking men who came up from the hold. “Havesguured her? Is she safe?”

Unable to be part of the boarding party, he had watchedlb& process from the
ship’s wheel. He had seen the sailors capitulateowith fight, and then watched as
Louisa was taken up on deck, shivering with terror and stumiolitige rolling sea.

The look of fear on her face as she was brought altesghip made his insides knot, but
did not weaken his resolve. Come what may, he had ® Imav Her intransigence had
forced him to make this move.

His second mate grinned in triumph. “It went just as yad & would. The merchants
were only too eager to give her up in exchange for their skiprenrest of their cargo—
and with only a single warning shot fired. She’s safblyaad.”

The cowardice of the merchant sailors, who would give wpraan to reputed Barbary
slavers in exchange for their ship, made him grind his tegthfury. It was tempting to
fire a cannonball or two into the side of their vessdbtich them a lesson. Still, he had
counted on that very cowardice to deliver Louisa to hird,iathat he had not been
disappointed. “Un-harmed, | trust? | warned you | will htheehide of any man who
treats her roughly.”



“The men were as gentle as lambs with her.”

“Good. Now go and keep a watch outside her cabin. Takebdrand water, but
otherwise she is to remain undisturbed until we get iata pwill not have her
frightened any more than is necessary. And get someowegrihe side to return the ship
to her original name.”

The man hurried off to do his bidding, and Khair Bey resuhigdtriding up and down
the deck. Her refusal to take his suit seriously had fangedo take drastic measures.

His ancestors had been pirates. Returning briefly térétake that had made his family
wealthy seemed like the obvious plan.

By intercepting the ship in which she’d been traveling, nefdthe risk of being
apprehended and hung as a pirate, but that part of hibgiblbeen executed flawlessly.
All that remained was for him to come riding to her resené,to reap the reward of her
gratitude that would surely follow. In time, her gratitudewd deepen into love, and
then she would belong to him forever.

She already liked him as a man—no innocent could hageddiher reaction to him. But
that had not been enough to keep her by his side. He neededhawo her desire—he
needed her affection, too. There was so much love itolgive, and he wanted her to
give it all to him. He was jealous of even the tinastmb of her attention, of the
smallest reason she might have to leave him again.

She would come to no harm under his protection. He haa giviet instructions she was
not to be touched.

Once she had a reason to be grateful to him, she woudthger be able to resist him.
She would be his, utterly and completely. He would havejgered her.

The thought made him stand taller and prouder than eveughihghe might not know it
yet, he had captured his woman. He would make up for his daeepthousand times
over. She would belong to him in body and soul, and hedixalk care of her and
protect her until the end.

Louisa sat alone in her cabin for hours, her fear arldtiso broken only by one of the
pirates bringing her food and water, and emptying her beapot. Her face burned at
the need to have her personal needs taken care ofllby soagh man, but there was no
help for it. He did not offer her any further insultdaor that she was grateful.

Though her appetite was completely gone, she forcedlh&rssvallow the food and
water that was brought to her. She would need her strentith days to come. The food



at least was good, though spicier than she was used widminteresting new flavors;
even the water was remarkably fresh, untainted by amkistataste.

Most of the time, she sat on the bunk in the hot, Husalt-infused atmosphere of her
cabin, wishing for a window to open to catch a breathestf air. Thankfully, her
seasickness had not returned, so she was spared teat atiteast.

The waiting was the worst part. There was nothingotbwt deal with the demons in her
mind. Despite her relative safety on board the shipfalned herself longing for the hour
when they disembarked. Whatever horrors awaited hexrah it would mark an end to
the waiting.

She was asleep, lying back on the bunk and dreaming obtiieclean shores of
England, when they came for her. Her cabin door opeegihd in a draft of stale air
from the hold and she sat up, groggy and disoriented freep sl

The pirate grabbed her by the elbow and growled a few woratanguage she did not
understand. His meaning, however, was clear. She wget tqp and go with him.

Pushing him away, she clambered to her feet and brushedittedskvn. Her legs were
shaking, but she forced them to hold her upright. Whateveatewas, she would face
it on her feet, and with her head held high. The pinai@g have captured and enslaved
her, but they would not touch her soul—that belonged talbee. She would not let
these barbarians see her fear.

It was dusk when her captor brought her up to the deck. Thkgdeked in a small
fishing port, surrounded on all sides by brightly painted fisbiogts with nets hanging
over the sides to dry. The stragglers were still udifatheir catch of the day onto the
wooden wharf that stretched out along the water’s edt@r©wore turbans of blue and
red and sat cross-legged on the decks in the fading ligimicling holes in their nets. The
smell of fish hung everywhere in the air.

Louisa looked around, her hope of escape fading fast. Esbg ivere to run, there was
nowhere to go. The fishermen looked almost identicdieégirates who had captured
her. Probably they were all pirates when it suitedth&ipplementing their income from
fishing with a rare, more lucrative, catch.

She would have tried to escape anyway, throwing herselfeomercy of any local
woman who looked as if she might take pity on a strarf@eely, no woman could stand
by and watch one of her own sex enslaved and aboutHariad over to a dreadful fate
without at least trying to help. To her distress, howestee did not see a single woman
on the wharf, let alone one who might have the powarfluence to save her.

No wonder her captors had not even tied her hands togéthg waste good rope when
she was trapped?



The pirate at her elbow jostled her over the deck aal the wharf.

Only then she did she look up and see the town, gleaming agaiast the hillside.

Despite her fear, her heart caught in her throat.sGiobare white buildings clustered on
the slopes and spread out over the flatland to the edye séa, all of them dwarfed by a
red brick tower that rose high above the sea of white.sight took her breath away with
its exotic beauty and its strangeness. For all itsnesarto Spain, the Barbary Coast had a
very different feel to it than the Europe to which slas accustomed.

She hardly had time to take in more than a glimpskeofdwn before her captors
surrounded her on all sides and hurried her along the wbinér than the one who had
her by the elbow, they were all carrying large bundlegheir shoulders. Booty from
their piracy, she thought sourly. Fine jewels and clothuady tightfully belonged to other
men, no doubt. She hoped they would get no joy from gikaging.

She could see little more than the backs of the mémomnt of her as they strode along.
After several days of sickness and fear on the sgdefs felt like India rubber and she
had to scramble to keep up with the pace.

The wooden wharf gave way to a dirt-packed roadway whelester of donkeys stood
patiently to one side. Her captors made straight mathimals and began to load their
bundles onto the beasts of burden. She knew exactlythdathought of her when she
too was unceremoniously picked up and dumped on the back of tmepoor donkeys,
just as if she were another piece of booty.

She grabbed at the thick rug covering the donkey’s back to leedmalance as her captor
pulled on the rope tied to the donkey’s halter, and gastunhurriedly moved off with
its fellows.

In a slow procession, they moved through the town, windlong streets so narrow she
could almost reach out and touch both sides at on@saifvas heavy with moisture,
and no cooling breeze found its way through the maze afimgrpaths that made up the
town.

On both sides of the roadway were huge walls of plagtesring high above her, painted
blue or green around the bottom and white at the togrsipersed with the occasional
heavy studded door. The walls seemed to close in on héshmtcould barely breathe.

The donkeys shuffled to a stop outside one of the doatsyraa of the pirates banged
forcefully with the iron knocker.

Slowly, the door opened inward, leaving just enough spacédatdnkeys to amble
through a dark vestibule into a large, tiled courtyardbutain stood in the middle, the
lilting music of its water making her realize how thyrshe was. She licked her lips as
she stared at it, wondering if the water was fit to drink.



Though it was rapidly getting dark, the air was still wanmd she felt almost stifled in
her corset, gown, and leather boots. Heat, exhaustmahthirst were seeping into her
bones as if they would never leave.

Her captor reached up to lift her down off the donkey, batmished him aside and slid
down on her own. Despite the black spots of exhaustatrddmced in her eyes, her pride
would not allow her to accept a common courtesy fromabductors. Her dismount was
hardly dignified, but she did not fall.

The gate clanged shut behind them with a heavy thud. So, thityaa was to be her
new prison? At least it did not stink of salt and fishg anove under her feet with every
swell, as the ship had done.

An elderly woman bustled toward her, the first womanhsee seen since they arrived.
Her long robe was tied in the middle with a tassed, thie colorful scarf that covered her
head looked strangely out of place on her face, whicugih discolored and spotted with
age, had originally been as white as Louisa’s own.older woman stared unashamedly
at Louisa. “So, you are the prize that came in oras$teship?” Her words, though
strangely accented, were in perfectly understandabladbng|

Louisa gasped in surprise. “You are an Englishwoman?” $tthva last thing she would
have expected to find in this strange, out-of-the-wayeplac

“Never you mind,” the woman replied sharply, gesturingaitita to follow her into the
house. “I belong here now, so don’t you be trying anyooir yveepy tricks on me. I've
come across all sorts of young women in my time, atwhit have any truck with that
sort of behavior.” She stopped in the doorway to cagctbreath and fixed Louisa with a
gimlet eye. “And don’t even think about asking me to lyelp. You're nothing but a
piece of merchandise to me, and you’ll be helping ntertoa pretty profit.”

Louisa stumbled after her, the shock of finding herselhanother Englishwoman in this
strange place almost robbing her of the power of spéédiat are you going to do with
me?”

“The same as I'd do with any woman in your situatiornveGjou a bath.” She gave a
wheezy laugh at her own wit. “None of the wealthytgmen that my house caters to
would take a second look at you despite your pretty colodiraggle-tailed and dirty as
you are.”

“Your house?” Louisa’s suspicions began to crystaliite an unpleasant certainty.
“What kind of a house is this?”

“An expensive one.” Her voice was filled with pride. “Yawon't find any poxy old
whores here—just clean young girls eager to pleasenanibh money in his pocket, the
best food in the medina, and even a drop of wine fagehinclined. It turns a pretty
penny to keep me in my old age.”



“You would have me lie with men for money?” She would eattlie than be forced to
spread her legs and let any man take her at his ple&garewant to make me into a
whore?”

The old woman shook her head regretfully. “You’d be tamimtrouble to train, or I'd do
just that. As it is, I'll sell you directly and let s@one else have the job of taming you.
You'd be an asset to any house, but now that I'm oldentitdhave the energy to break
you in to the business. I'm guessing a wealthy Arab withdb@ing you to his harem
before I’'m much older. Lots of men are ready to pall for a pretty blond concubine to
train to give them pleasure.”

While they were talking, she had led Louisa into a smaln with a tiled floor that
sloped down to a drain in the center. A row of buckeesllthe wall under a couple of
taps. The old woman turned the handle of a tap, filling @frthe buckets with steaming
water. “Come now, off with your clothes.”

Louisa gazed at the water in the buckets with a despeeate. Though she longed for
both a drink and a bath, maybe it would be better if &eed dirty. Surely no man
would buy her for his harem in her sorry state. If tbeyld not make a profit from her,
they would have to let her go. She made no move to undeesslf. “And if | do not
wish to bathe?”

The old woman shrugged. “Then | will have you stripped antebeand you will bathe
anyway.” She turned away, muttering to herself. “Not ttoloehed. What nonsense. |
will treat her as | treat any other slave girl.”

Stripped and beaten for not wanting to wash herself’shaiepped backward in fright.
What kind of place was this to threaten her with sugluinishment?

“Do not look at me as if | had just eaten a child,” ot woman snapped at her. “| have
no patience with slaves who do not know their placev,Nyet out of your clothes, or |
shall summon the men to help. Some of them take pantidelight in punishing unruly
slave women.”

Faced with the threat of force, Louisa hurriedly strgbdewn to her chemise and moved
toward the buckets of water.

The old woman barred the way. “All your clothes,” sleenanded, looking with distaste
at Louisa’s shift. “You cannot bathe with your cloth@s’o

Louisa hesitated for a moment, but the woman’s glowaldrher just how useless any
protest would be. Shame reddening her cheeks, she liftatiithever her head and,
covering her nakedness with her hands as best she catutthven on the cold, tiled
floor.



The old woman’s gaze softened a fraction. “That’s nh&eeit.” She lathered up a
washcloth with a soap that smelled of flowers, dipp&dthe bucket of hot water, and
attacked Louisa’s body roughly, scrubbing her back and neckvigibin until her skin
felt raw. “Now up you get, so | can wash the rest af.}0o

“I can wash myself,” Louisa protested, holding out herdhtor the washcloth.
“Not as well as | will wash you. Now get up, or | shadive to bring my helpers in.”

Her face flaming, Louisa stood up naked on the tiled flooralowed the woman to
wash her down all over. The old woman allowed her ndesty at all, rubbing the soapy
cloth over her breasts, under her arms, and even éethe legs. “You’'ve got a nice-
looking body,” she muttered approvingly, as she rarckbth up and down Louisa’s
thighs and between her buttocks. “Young and firm flesh witlamy marks on it.”

Louisa bit her lip at the indignity of it all, but shilshot dare complain. The thought of a
man being brought in to witness her humiliation was ntioae she could bear.

“It was a good day for me when the boys took you froentibat. You'll fetch me a few
dinar when you’re auctioned off tonight,” the old womantmued, as she scrubbed.
“But, pretty body notwithstanding, no one will buy a distave girl.”

Louisa stiffened. “Tonight?” She had hoped to have a few ttayegain her strength of
purpose—and to look for a way to escape, maybe even worle@motiscience of her
captor. Even such a hardened old rogue as this old bro#@keust have a conscience
hiding somewhere.

The old woman cackled, “Why delay and risk spoiling the hemdise?”

Her levity offended and insulted Louisa. Did the old bawtdaase about the fate of all
the women she had helped to sell into sexual slavery@ &ation off people all the
time? Like cattle?” She did not understand how anyon&l dmiso heartless.

“We do not have the big slave markets that we used tovwaea | was a girl. Then the
boats would bring in scores of slaves at a time andhiem up in the marketplace for
sale—captured sailors for the most part. Some of thag/oues, especially the ones with
pretty golden hair, were worth every dirham | had tofpayhem and more.” She heaved
a sigh as she rubbed soap into Louisa’s hair, tugging on gnarfoily. “That was a sight
to see. But nowadays slaves are a rare commodityharalctions are small affairs, held
indoors, away from prying eyes and tattling tongues. A pyetiyg girl like you will

bring in the buyers from all around the Rif. They’lllbeking to add an exotic touch to
their harem. Now, rinse yourself off.”

Louisa grabbed a bucket of hot water and tipped it over Il las much to get the old
woman'’s poisonous words out of her ears as to wasto#pedf her hair. Another



bucket of hot water rinsed the soap off the rest of$lee. had to admit that it felt so good
to be clean once more.

The old woman dried her roughly and gestured to a wooden hetiod corner. “Lie
down over there.”

Obediently, Louisa lay down on her stomach on thetémdicated. The old woman
clapped her hands loudly and another young woman camarimd@ bottle of what
looked like perfume. She stood over Louisa and dropped atiieet-smelling oil on
her back.

The old woman barked some instructions at her in agariEamguage and then left the
two of them alone.

“Can you speak English?” Louisa whispered, but the othenamoonly murmured some
words she could not understand, and began to smooth théodilduisa’s back. Louisa
tried to sit up, but the girl was stronger than she loo&ed pushed her back down onto
the bench. Another attempt at sitting up only earned hgrick slap across the buttocks
that stung like nettles and a torrent of angry-soundinglsvdefeated for the moment,
she lay back quietly. This girl was clearly as disinait@ help her as the old woman.

She let her eyes drift shut as the girl's warm hdmedgmn to work the oil into her back,
kneading it as if she were a lump of dough. Despite r&ribentions, she could not help
relaxing just a little. Though escape was first and festron her mind, it was difficult to
keep focused while she was being massaged with such skill.

Before she had had half enough, the girl motioned fotchesll over. Reluctantly,
Louisa rolled over onto her back, uncomfortable withrhetity in the presence of
another woman. Since she had grown to be a womamyveather sisters had seen her
naked.

The girl took no notice of her blushes, but dropped someedieet-smelling oil onto
her breasts and stomach, and proceeded to rub it intkihexssbefore. This time, her
touch was less like a massage and more like a caresgirTh hands lingered on her
breasts, smoothing the scented oil over every inchiof Bler nipples could not help but
tighten at the touch.

The girl smoothed oil over her stomach in sweepingu&r motions, and then, to
Louisa’s embarrassment, she dipped her hands betweemlsdaigs and started to
caress her intimately, smoothing over even her prpates with the scented oil. No one
but Khair Bey had ever touched her there before. Loasaswith a cry and tried to
push the girl's hands away, but her protest was no use.

At a call from the girl, two men strode into the rodrhey took in the situation with a
leer, and knelt on either side of Louisa, holding heuklers down with one hand. The



girl continued to push Louisa’s legs apart, spreading her epde and teasing her with a
few drops of oil dripped straight onto her private parts.

Louisa wanted to die of shame, but she could not moNaehA could do was shut her
eyes, shut out the sight of the men peering at her rimaygland of the girl stroking her
where no woman'’s hands had a right to be.

As the girl continued to dip her fingers in and out ofcledt between Louisa’s legs, her
body started to respond to the caresses. The oislicasand the girl's caresses were
skillful—at times light and teasing as the drop of alfeg and then strong and full of
promise. She could feel herself getting wet and despitslfame, she pushed against the
girl's hand, seeking more.

The girl responded by slipping one finger right inside heaking her moan with the
pleasure of it. It was not right that a woman’s castsrild feel so good on her body, but
there was no denying it. The air in the room seemed tw gver hotter and more languid
than ever, heavy with the smell of desire.

The men holding her felt it, too. They began to breh#avily, and one of them reached
over and touched a tight nipple with the back of his h&hé.arched her back up to meet
his touch, needing to the core what he wanted to givahrgh her need shamed her.
He laughed, a low guttural noise, and bent his head @veflicking the tight bud with

the tip of his tongue.

The man on the other side did likewise, kissing herdbr@aa he continued to hold her
down. Together they held her as their tongues lickedrabieasts, leaving her no choice
but to accept the caresses they forced on her.

Then all of the sudden, the girl withdrew her hand, leakmgsa trembling on the brink
of an orgasm. The men lifted their heads from headiseand dropped their grip on her
shoulders, allowing her to sit up once again. One ohtiwinked at her before they both
followed the girl out of the room, leaving her alonetfu first time.

Shakily, she got to her feet and looked around for le¢hes, for anything that would
cover her naked body. She could feel that her facehafawith desire, and the wetness
between her legs. If only they had kept caressing hgugoba moment more, she would
not have been left so desperate, absolutely tremblitigtieé need for satisfaction.

She reached down and touched herself tentatively whergitl had caressed her. She
only needed a little more, just a very little—maybe hen dingers would be enough.

Yes, it felt almost as good as before. Her fingappel easily between her legs, the oil
making them slick. As her touch grew stronger and sureddsperate desire started to
rise once more.



Just as she started to feel herself approaching an oayasmmore, the old woman
bustled in, and Louisa snatched her hand away, her &onfi, wiping the oil from her
fingers onto her thigh. Her breasts felt heavy and tine between her legs was almost
unbearable.

The old woman looked at her with a knowing glint in &ége, but made no comment.
“Here, make your hair tidy,” she said, tossing hengevwoothed comb.

She caught the comb with a sob of frustration. If d€iiyair Bey were here, he would not
leave her in such a state of need. He would feed thethiteconsumed her until he
pushed her over the edge of pleasure, and then he wouét etshin his arms.

But Khair Bey was far away in Naples, and she would neserhim again, never hold
him in her arms. Another man would buy her tonight akd teer to his bed. Tonight a
stranger would caress her breasts, slip his hands beteetrdhs, and thrust into her
until he spent his seed. He would take her, roughly or genthe leased, and she would
not be able to fight him off. And then she would be lodkpdn a harem for the rest of
her life.

She wasn't sure which frightened her more—the thoughtioblforced into intimacy
with a complete stranger who might mistreat her ot her, or the thought of being
caged in a harem for years, maybe forever. What staredas the lack of power, the
freedom to choose a path for herself. Being at the nwdrapother human being was a
sure road to discontent, if not outright misery.

“And hurry along. Some of them are already growing ingrattio see you.”

She attacked the tangles in her hair with a viciousl h&itting here crying over her
situation would not help matters. Maybe the man whaghbher would be kind and set
her free when he had tired of her. Not all men wewneland perverse, or would take
delight in hurting or humiliating her.

Maybe she would be lucky and find a man who could arouseassions as Khair Bey
did. Maybe he would be gentle and loving and treat her &kd.gave a snort at her
foolish optimism and tugged her hair until her scalp stung.

“Where are my clothes?” They were no longer on kherfwhere she had dropped them,
and she was anxious to cover herself. When she was [yrdpessed once more it would
be easier to forget how she had shamed herself witheleel. Modesty and nakedness
were uneasy bedfellows.

“Those old rags?” The old woman spat on the floor sgudst. “I had them taken away
and burned while you bathed.”



Tears pricked at her eyes. Losing her dress, even thbugls old and drab, was the final
blow to her spirits. Now she truly had nothing left ef lold life. “Then what am | to
wear?”

She was handed a loose robe of thin white silk, so shaethe light shone right through
it. Louisa stood there, simply holding it in her hands.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” the old woman demandextsly. “Put it on.”

She could not wear such an indecent gown, not when h@ewbdy was still humming
with desire. The flush on her chest, the telltale path between her legs, even the
peaking of her nipples would be seen right through ita¥lehno undergarments.”

“Undergarments? Rubbish. The men want to have a glimipsbat they are bidding for.
You want to drive the price higher, not make them susgrctire hiding a deformity
under your clothes. Now, put it on and hurry.”

Louisa thrust her arms into the sleeves of the gowrbattdned it up across her chest. It
hung loosely around her body, allowing the outlines ofih@s to be plainly seen
through it. She hugged her arms tightly around herself towindg¢ever she could. It was
almost more indecent than being naked. “I cannot wesrThily, | cannot.”

“Would you rather be whipped first? You will be auctionedigbt, even if | have to drag
you there kicking and screaming myself. Though you aleadtit pale...” She pinched
Louisa’s cheeks roughly to make them pink. “There, youduilhicely. Your pretty face
will speak for itself—it doesn’t need any more primping.”

Louisa’s throat was dry with fear. “Can | have a glaswater?” Her thirst had been
exacerbated by the bath and the heat of the room.

“There is no time. Do you think | have nothing bettedtothan to wait on you?” She
hurried to the door and clapped her hands together loudlysarhe pair of guards
instantly appeared, their looks of hope replaced with disappent at seeing Louisa no
longer naked and at their mercy.

Louisa looked down at the floor, ashamed at her sfatedress and even more so at the
prickle of awareness between her thighs at the sigheat.tithe pair had handsome,
strong bodies. She would like to have them both at leecynas she had been at theirs.
She would tie them to the bench and stroke their codksher hands and mouth until
they were as hard as the wood they were lying on. Thewahlel lower herself down
onto first one and then the other, taking them insiderhenrns, filling herself with their
thickness...

The old woman addressed them in a rapid-fire torrentrefga words. “As for you,
young missy,” she leaned in closer to Louisa, spiktleking the corner of her mouth.
“You will do as you are told, or you will suffer the @aguences. Here in the Rif we



have a way of dealing with naughty slaves that doesunotheir value. We give them
the bastinado—we beat them on the soles of theiufgétthey faint from the pain.
Believe me, you have never felt anything so exquisiteilyfpl’ She gave a twisted
grimace. “It was two years before | could walk agaieralftvas beaten.”

Louisa shuddered with horror, all lustful thoughts templyréorgotten, as she was led
away by the guards. The gown swirled open as she walkedhdeaoihing of her most
private parts hidden at all. She felt even more nakeddaring such a pretense of
clothing that only drew attention to her body rathentbavered it.

It seemed her fate was to be sold as a slave todhestibidder. If she resisted, she
would be beaten on the soles of her feet until she ntwi@lk, and then sold as a slave
regardless.

A tear slid down her cheeks, but she could not even admsad to wipe it away. It was

just as well that Khair Bey was not here to see heught so low; she had rejected him
so proudly just a few short days ago. Even a man as genasche was would have to

feel some tiny spark of gratification to see her so haabl

The guards took her to a spacious chamber, filled with mamging on low sofas, many
of them smoking pipes. The air was so thick with tobdaotes it made her eyes water,
and she coughed to clear the smoke from her lungs.

At her entrance, the conversation gradually died awafldhe men turned to stare at
her.

Walking with tiny steps to keep her gown together, shelecht a raised platform in the
center of the room. The guards dropped her arms and stadnaaither side of her, to
prevent any hope of escape.

From the platform she could see every corner of thenyemd she knew all eyes were
fastened on her. There was nowhere for her to runhaeshe could hide. In the
indecent gown she was wearing, all of her was on digplapyone who cared to look.
And all the men in the room were eyeing her avidly,@sdrfanciers at a horse sale
would eye up a particularly fine young mare they longeddalband ride.

She could feel their eyes on her as if they were a hdrdreds crawling all over her
body, touching her in every imaginable place. She shuddatedhs humiliation of
exposure, of being made to endure their stares as theiraj@gkacross her shoulders,
roved over her breasts, and lingered on the tightndssrafipples and the moist triangle
of hair at the juncture of her thighs.

As soon as she crossed her arms across her chesiceat herself, the guards took hold
of her hands and forced her to drop her arms to her ag#s. Three times she tried
before she was forced to acknowledge that she hadnd ttere without making any
attempt to cover herself. Her helplessness only addbdrthumiliation.



By now she was beyond exhaustion and so thirsty she wimnigsiahave put herself up
for sale in exchange for a glass of water. The Imetitea room made her sweat and the
smoke prickled uncomfortably on her skin. Neverthelglss,stood there as still as a
statue, with tears of shame rolling down her hot che@kby. her fear kept her standing
upright.

The noise in the room gradually picked up and became aningtbd een on the sofas
drew out their money pouches and waved them around eyditetthe air. The clamor
grew to a crescendo when a man stepped onto the platéxinto Louisa.

Before she realized what his intentions were, he had wHipff her transparent gown
and was waving it above his head with a flourish. Uttealyed now, with nothing but
her blushes to cover her, she gave a cry and dropped kod®s, only to be forced to her
feet again by the guards. There they held her, one ¢rnaeat displaying her to her
would-be purchasers.

Dropping the gown onto the floor at his feet, the auegoregan the bidding.
Six

With all pretense of casualness dropped now that her neggavas on display, the men
got to their feet and crowded around the platform. Some wlearly there to buy, adding
their voices to the bidding, while others were more intenogling her nakedness than
on permanently purchasing her.

One of the bolder ones even reached out and strokethked backside, but a swift blow
from one of the guards sent him reeling to the backeottbwd. For the first time, she
was glad of their presence beside her to keep the morusaalements of the crowd
away.

The bidding continued and the price drove higher. The nuoflstive participants
gradually decreased, as one by one the men were forcagptoutrwith a shouted curse
or an angry mutter, depending on their level of disappent.

She stared intently at the bidders around the room, knawatder future lay in the
hands of the man who would pay the highest price fotdreght. A kindly man, she
prayed, and one who would not treat her roughly—she dared ewfpeay for more.

Eventually, only two bidders were left. One of them wagfieminate young man in an
embroidered coat, with smooth skin the color of eb&mg could not fathom what he
might want with her. He seemed far more interestadiassing his male companion—a
brown-skinned boy still too young to grow a beard—than &g w looking at her naked
body. The pair of them whispered together and giggledhigh-pitched tone, bidding on
her as if they were taking part in a wonderful joke.



The other man left in the race was a gargantuan bathsa \weavy black beard, a fierce-
looking knife at his belt, and a vicious look in his eyg#s.reminded her of the fairy tale
of Bluebeard, the man who had married and then murdesdywomen, one after the
other. This man looked evil and threatening enough to be &dudls brother.

When he wasn’t staring at her greedily, he was thrgwimisonous glances at the young
man in the embroidered coat. She shuddered at the thduggibnging to the black-
browed giant. He did not look like the kindly man she th@sing for. Even the others in
the crowd had left a space around him, clearly fearingehipér and not daring to jostle
him.

The bidding war between the two continued for some minutdsewantually the young
man shrugged easily as if to say that the joke had gomeadargh, and wandered off to
the back of the crowd with his companion.

A triumphant grin split the face of the vicious-loogigiant and he elbowed his way
through the crowd to claim his prize. She closed her eydgsfeat. So, this man was to
be her master? Brutality was then to be her bedfedlioadvcruelty her constant
companion.

Oh, how she wished she had accepted Khair Bey’s offer Hiche had to be locked
away in a harem, better by far that it had been by Henwould at least have treated her
as a woman—as his valued mistress, not as a slave.\Bas oo late for idle wishing.
She had rejected him, and now fate was repaying her for it.

Just then she heard a door open behind her, and a hush cartteeaeem. The voices
guieted as if muffled in a blanket, and even the triumpbkhouting of the black-bearded
beast was hushed.

She twisted her head to see who had entered, and Inee sf&s complete.

Khair Bey stood in the doorway, his face black with angéair Bey, whom she had
allowed to seduce her with his fine words, whom she hadatfer than become one of
his harem, was seeing her in all her degradation—naked arglaaectioned off to a
room full of strangers.

As much as she had wished to see him again, she had newedwao be like this. Even
the hope of escape that he offered was nothing when cedhfmathe awfulness of
having him see her in such a state.

This last humiliation was too much for her to bearsiide the guards stationed next to
her, she sank to the floor, covered her face in hershamdl wept in agony.

This time, they did not pull her to her feet again, blotaad her to bury her ignominy
and sorrow.



Through her storm of weeping, she heard a few harsh cadsveeing barked out, and
then some angry mutterings and shuffling as the roomeciezut.

Even when she had run out of tears, and the room had $dé&b around her, she stayed
collapsed on the floor. Maybe if she stayed like thatdng enough, her nightmare
would end and she would wake up home in England again, mwrebed.

A soft touch on her shoulder startled her. “Go awakig muttered into her arms. She had
endured enough for one day. Even if they were to killomethe spot for her
disobedience, she could not take any more.

“Louisa.” It was his voice—the voice of the man slagl kried to escape; the man who
had caused this whole sorry situation in the first pla¢eu are safe now.”

She would have started crying again if she could produce arg/tewrs to cry. “Go
away.”

He picked up the horrid gown and spread it over her, cay&éen nakedness. Then he
picked her up and cradled her in his arms like an infamtave you. You are safe now.”

She huddled into his arms, hiding her face as he carrigthdoergh the house and into
the courtyard, where a litter carried by two portergeda He placed her inside the litter,
arranging the cushions under her head. Quietly, she allowetbhake charge.
Whatever he did with her, her situation could not getvaogse. “Where are you taking
me?”

“Away from here.”

She could not argue with that. She would go anywherehintito get away from this
house of horror.

The porters picked up the litter and carried it back intostheets. Peeking through the
curtains, she saw Khair Bey striding in front, confidamtl proud. His closeness
comforted her. Though he had been born in this savageHamdas not a cruel man. He
had taken her away from the slave auction, rescuinfgdrara dreadful fate as the
captive of Bluebeard. He would take care of her.

A few minutes later, she found herself ushered into afsaty apartments owned by a
friend of Khair Bey’'s. Seeing Louisa’s disheveledestéiteir host brought them a pot of
tea and some honey cakes, and tactfully left them alone

She could hug Khair Bey for saving her, but she didn't ddrey had not exactly parted
as friends and she felt awkward with the new man sharsérant of her. In his
homeland, he seemed to stand even prouder than evegnaiih of remoteness he had
not possessed in Italy. Now that they were on his hgnomend, she felt his power and



influence as she had never felt it before. In Itayhad been one more rich merchant
among many others, but here in Morocco, he was trplynae.

Seated on a low couch in the private salon with tlvengerapped tightly around her
body and her legs tucked to one side, she cradled a cuptofemiin her hands and took
a series of huge gulps. It burned all the way down, bubhataly cared. Her head hurt
and her tongue was still thick with thirst. She could drivka@cean dry and still not be
satisfied. “They were going to sell me.”

He refilled her cup, adding a splash from a pitcher @f e@ter. “I know. | will have the
woman punished for treating you so roughly.”

The now lukewarm mint tea tasted quite different fromEarl Grey she had been used
to drinking in the Winterbottoms’ household. She finishedsecond cup and held it out
for more. Though it was sweeter than she preferrethewhole it didn’t taste too bad,
and it was wonderfully refreshing. Already she was isigito feel better. “How did you
know | was there?”

“After you left Italy, | returned here to Morocco. | hadly just arrived in port and was
seeing to business when | heard that some buccaneerseWing a pretty young English
girl, as if it were fifty years ago and slavery wd sommon around these parts. | was
curious, and frankly concerned that my home country wdilds involved in such
barbarism as kidnapping and selling innocent women. | ugadfluence and had the
sale stopped. You might say | rescued you.”

Louisa felt completely confused, her thoughts in disaein@m what she had been
through. “So | am free then? Free to continue my jouroeyd?”

He was looking at her as if she were a silly child wéfased to see what was in front of
her. “You belong to me. You became mine in Italy, and goubly became mine when |
rescued you. You will come with me to my home.”

The mint tea suddenly seemed cloying. He had not changedysmweh. He still
wanted her to bow down in servitude to him, to acknowledgsumsriority over her.
She could never do that and remain true to herself. Wastwhy she could not have
stayed with him.

As much as she had yearned for him since she had lgftiltamok only a few minutes in
his company to remind her of why she had been forcedve.l&ough she longed for
his touch and wanted nothing more than to curl up in his antigeel safe from the
world, she could never be happy with a man like him. idalevnever let her be herself.

Despite the trouble that had led from her decision teeleia had been the right one, she
was surer of that now than ever. “| am an Englishanh belong to no one.” He was a
danger to her peace of mind, to her sense of selfel$tgyed with him, he would



swallow her up into him, until there was nothing lefLotiisa. She had to learn to live
without him.

He cradled his own cup of tea in his hands as if it asrfeagile as her heart. “I'm afraid
that isn’'t quite correct. Slavery is still perfeckbgal here, though the abduction of
Europeans is frowned upon because we do not wish to giveganiards or the French
any excuse to make war with us again. But by the lawisi®tountry, you belong to me
now.”

The true meaning of the abrupt stop to the auction suddenlynbedeaar. “You bought
me?” How could she have been so blind not to see it baw® Of course money must
have changed hands—Iots of it, too. The venal old waontanhad bathed her would
never have let him simply take her, not when the old baasicounting on a tidy profit
to come her way from her trade in human flesh.

“l did.”
“To be your slave? Not to set me free?”

He leaned back on one elbow on the embroidered flodwians “Slave is such a harsh
word. You belonged to me the night you first acceptednteeyour bed. | have merely
formalized the relationship between us. Now you belonggdnnevery way a woman
can belong to a man.”

To have freedom snatched away from her when it had leeelose—it was worse than
despair. “You cannot own me.”

“You gave yourself to me of your own volition. When yoare in trouble, | rescued you.
Now | must protect you.”

“l do not want your protection. | never asked for it. ®etfree. Let me go to England as
| wanted.” If she could work on his conscience to fiee—if he let her go—all might
not yet be lost.

He looked almost sorry to refuse her. “It is too latethat. You belong with me now.”

If he did not see how hateful this seemed to her, cheati understand her. He would
never understand her. “How could you?” Her voice wa$isper of pain.

An indignant look crossed his face. “Would you rathead abandoned you to take your
chances with a stranger? Bagqir El Kamche, the manwésoprepared to pay the highest
price for you before | doubled his offer and forced himede; is well-known for beating
his slaves to death if they displease him. Would yoterdia owned by such a beast? To
lie with him in his bed every night, to suffer his lipssihg you and his coarse hands on
your body—hands that were still bloody from beatingpnevious bed partner until she
was dying from it? Would you have such a man roughly takpl&éasure with you night



after night, with no thought or care for what you neede@turn? And for him to beat
you, too, when he was tired of you?”

“It would be less of a betrayal.” Being bought by such a mauld disgust her to the
very marrow, but it could not hurt as much as beingeesio her former lover. It would
not rip her heart into little pieces. Khair Bey knemnhmuch she valued her freedom. If
he cared for her at all, he would set her free anlddetmake her own choice.

He dismissed her pain. “You are not thinking straight. ¥loauld be on your knees
thanking me for saving you.”

She looked him straight in the eyes. “Are you going targefree and take me back to
England?”

“No, you belong with me.” The finality in his voice tbher all she needed to know.

“Then you bought me for your own purposes, not for mina€e tirned her head away so
he could not read the desolation in her face. “I sepaed to thank you.”

“I could have you beaten for your insolence, you kndwe, said idly, as he lounged back
on the cushions. “No one would think it unusual if | weredarect an unruly slave.”

“You will beat me on the soles of my feet until | cahmwalk?” Her voice dripped with
all the disgust she felt at such a barbaric practldew’ cultured and sophisticated of
you.”

“Come now, Louisa. | was teasing you. | would not beat.y
“| suppose you want me to thank you for that, as well.l \ece dripped sarcasm.
“That would be preferable to being hissed at by an angmenkit

The fight suddenly drained out of her. Nothing she could sap seemed to get through
to him. He did not see her as a woman, but as a @yl a kitten. It was as if they did
not even speak the same language. “I'm tired,” she &aigpty. She needed to get away
from him before she lost her self-control and statbvedve and scream like a
madwoman.

“Forgive me,” he replied, urbanely courteous once nitfeu have had a trying day. Let
me show you to your room.” He rose from his lounging pasitio the floor and led the
way to a sumptuous room decorated richly in red and gold. Icethter of the room
stood a bed with wrought iron ends, covered in a finelyamdedspread that looked as
soft as gossamer. Red patterned carpets were scattettesl mosaic tiled floor, and even
the plaster ceiling was carved into intricate designs.



She sucked in her breath. Never had she seen such imalher life, not even in the
houses of the Winterbottoms’ most wealthy friend$1é3e are the slave quarters?”

“These are the quarters that my favorite slave has evited to share with her master,”
he replied.

She knew why he had bought her, but hearing it stated gty lmohde her want to weep.
In Italy, he had offered to marry her and she had turnedibinm. Now that he no longer
needed to wed her to ensure her presence in his beeimnedehe was to be his mistress,
his concubine until he tired of her. She was no longethyaf marriage. The prospect
made her feel depressed to the bone. Captive or not,ashmwo mood to pander to his
desires. “l am tired,” she repeated. Would he sell hetoagbme other man when he
wearied of her, or simply throw her out onto theedttie a broken toy?

To her surprise, he merely bowed. “Good night.” And jkst that, she was alone.

She padded around the room, examining her gilded prisonsith@amost beautiful room
she had ever seen. She had always loved the carpetdrth&interbottom traded, but
she could tell at a glance that these were much finarahg he had ever brought home
to show his wife. These were as soft as down ondrer leet—and so fine they had to be
worth a king’s ransom.

Khair Bey must have wealthy and influential friends indefetthey could live in such
luxury.

She padded over to the bed. Given the heat of the clihatal little in the way of bed
coverings, but the sheets were of pure, smooth silkr&hker hands over the fabric. She
had never even owned a silk dress that she could remeettanne slept on silk sheets.
They seemed the most extravagant luxury she couldreagine.

She had nothing to sleep in but the transparent gown shiaclea given by the old bawd,
and which she never wanted to see again. Tired as shelegswould never come if
she remained wrapped in that nasty thing. With a grimadestaste, she threw it off her
shoulders and let it drop to the floor in a heap. Theuttlsng as quickly as she could,
she clambered in between the sheets and pulled the corsrker.

The silk sheets were as cool as a glass of iced watleeroskin, and a light breeze came
in from the open window to ruffle the heat of the evenkther. eyes drifted shut.

She barely had the time to worry about what would haggeimair Bey changed his
mind about sharing her quarters before she was fast asleep.

Khair Bey stood and watched the woman sleeping in hisHbedreactions today had
puzzled him. Surely any young woman captured by Barbaryepieatd about to be sold



as a slave to the highest bidder—a man who looked as faso@miml unkempt as a bear—
would be glad to be rescued. Why wasn’t she on her kneedrigdnin for his timely
rescue, as he had expected?

She did not know that he had orchestrated it all,itlveés his men who had captured her
boat and terrified the captain into giving her up. He wagigeshe had not seen him on
the deck, watching her, as she was brought to his shipslhiwanen who had taken her
to the brothel and arranged with the old bawd for heetedtd at auction for a cut of the
profit. The brothel keeper had not known that he was bdtengretty acquisition—she
could have told no tales on him. And, finally, he had tdnng and bought Louisa
himself, rescuing her from what must have seemed lik@hearth.

There was no way she could have known that he had engghtie situation. She spoke
no Berber, and none of his men spoke more than a colwplerds of English—certainly
not enough for them to give away his involvement in ffaara

Instead of being thankful, though, she had attacked hifrshe knew he had been the
cause of her distress.

He ruthlessly squelched the pang of guilt he felt at tieslof worry on her face—Ilines
that not even sleep had erased. She was here in Monere she belonged. Though
she had not come of her own free will, she was heretheless. He would not feel guilty
for bringing her to his homeland to be with him. It was selghe belonged.

From now on, her life would be one of ease and luxahg would not have to toil as a
servant in another woman’s house. She would havewehouse and servants to attend
to her. Never would she regret that she had become Inimmo

He slipped out of his clothing and lay on the bed next todnawing the covers over
them both. Though she was asleep, he could not resmshgunis hand softly over her
rounded hip and thigh. No woman was more beautiful in las #yan she. She stirred at
his touch but, in her exhaustion, did not wake.

His own body leaped to life at her nearness, but hedghits call. He would not take her
now, not when she was tired and overwrought with thénsbfaacclimatizing to a new
country. When he next made love to her, it would belsrahe begged him to, because
she wanted his touch and craved having him inside her, makivghbés. She would be
an eager participant in their lovemaking, not merelyssipa recipient of his attentions.

Seducing her into his arms again would be a challenge, buhainke would relish. He
wanted this woman with every breath he took. In hisesee had belonged to him from
the moment she first kissed him. He had to make her saewds crystal clear to him—
that she would be his forever.



Khair Bey was lounging in an armchair, just watching idren Louisa awoke the next
morning. “I have been to the souk—the market—this morning,announced.

She cowered under her bedclothes, uncomfortably awdner olakedness. If he were to
join her this morning, his naked body in the bed next tata, she was not sure she
would have the strength to resist him. Even sittingsehse in the chair, he exuded a
powerful sensuality that had her prickling with awaren8ég clutched the sheet tighter
to hide the peaking of her nipples. Now that he thought sbadped to him, she had to
keep him at an even greater distance than before. Givioghier attraction to him would
spell the beginning of the end for her.

Khair Bey seemed amused at her shyness. “Come now, Laiisee do you think |
slept last night?”

She looked around the room, but could see no pallet ofotire ér any indication that he
had shared the room with her.

“You were fast asleep when | joined you in the bed. Yowdidso much as twitch in
your sleep all night.”

“You shared the bed with me?” She glared at him, hatiaghitbught of him seeing her
vulnerable in her sleep. Didn’t he respect any boundaries?

“These are my quarters, after all, and you are lyingyrbed. Where else am | to sleep?”

Her near orgasm at the hands of the massage girl¢h@®ps evening was starting to
affect her now. She should have stroked herself moré&lguad relieved her need
before being interrupted by the old bawd. If she had founsfaetion yesterday, she
would not be so hot between her legs right now athtbeght of having slept next to
Khair Bey all night. “Then give me a space of my o®ne that | am not expected to
share with you.” Half of her wished he would simply igaber protests, strip the
bedclothes off her naked body, and make love to her aighy. Her mouth watered at
the prospect, even though she knew she had to resisintpéation.

He waved an arm around the room. “You would give up allltbigry for a cupboard
under the stairs?”

‘I don’t need silk sheets and beautiful carpets. | woulé g everything for my
freedom.” Or for the touch of his hands on her breastisbetween her legs, stroking her
until she cried out with pleasure in his arms.

“I am glad you think the carpets are beautiful. Theywareen by my people. We are
proud of our skill at the loom.”

“You won't let me go, will you?”



“My people are Berbers. We live mostly in the mourgaind foothills of Morocco. We
shall travel there today, to my house in the countryouf feel up to the journey.”

She did not want to go anywhere. What she really wilantes to stay in bed and have
him overpower her and take her, even though she strugglddwagid him. That way,
she could enjoy the pleasure he would bring her withoutisgf the guilt of having
given in. “Do | have a choice?”

“You always have a choice.”

“Then take me to England. That is the only choice Itwamake.” However much she
wanted to make it the truth, to her shame it was.&8he wanted to give in to her desires
and stay with him almost as much as she wanted to leave.

“England is a cold, gray place, or so | have heard. Youldvnever be happy there. But
even though England is out of the question, you still lzagkoice. You can choose to
leave for the foothills today, or stay here for anothght and rest. The journey is not a
long one, but | will understand if you do not feel up taking it just yet.”

She shrugged and turned her head away so he could not rels$inerfor him in her
eyes. “What do | care?” Her resistance was perilocisise to slipping and she had to
fight to keep it in place.

“Come, Louisa, there is no need to sulk.” She felthde sink next to her as he came and
sat beside her, but she did not turn to look at hirha¥le bought you some new clothes
at the market.”

Did he expect her thanks for providing her with a bastessity? It was not her fault that
she came to him with nothing, without even a dress to Wleswppose you want my
thanks for that, too.”

He lifted his eyebrows expectantly.

“l see no reason to be particularly grateful. Yourichavas either to provide me with
something to wear or leave me naked all day long.”

“Now there’s a good idea. | wonder why | did not think of ytseilf.”

The desire in his voice made her stomach turn ovenansk It reminded her all too
clearly that she was in his power now, and if he choset ther remain naked all day, she
could do little about it. As a free woman with the apilo choose her course of action,
she had found his presence unsettling, enticing, and evestibilesiAs his captive, she
ought to wish only for a chance to escape.

Freedom, independence, partnership—they might be nothing thmam ideas, but they
had always been important to her. She could not conoé@duture without them.



A cruel twist of fate had sent her into the armshefman she craved above all others—
the man who would enslave her and bend her to his will,thare was nothing left of
Louisa. She could not reconcile her two desires; Wayld tear her apart.

Though she wanted to be his lover, she did not want bkesbh®ncubine, an inmate of his
harem. She wanted to be herself. If she was notdree Louisa, she might as well be
dead. “Leave me some privacy, and | shall dress my&#e’'needed space to herself, to
get out of his company for just a short while. It wasieyato muster her defenses against
him when he wasn't in front of her looking so enticing/é may as well leave today as
linger here another night.”

She’d still been in shock last night when she had bemigbt here, and had seen nothing
of the town or its environs. She wasn't even sure wiviah she would need to head to
reach the sea. Leaving the house would give her a chasceubout the territory and
plan her next move. Once they were on the road,shd determine what she had to
deal with and draw up her plans accordingly. For despitel&sire for him, she would
surely escape.

“Your wish is my command.” With a polite bow, he tudnen his heel and left her.

As much as she wanted to bury her head in the pillodvpeetend this whole nightmare
was not happening, she could not cower in bed all day. Asa®she was sure he had
gone, she crawled out of bed and headed for the pilethies he had left behind.

Lingerie like she had never seen before was heaped @arnbhet—fine lawn, silk, and
even a few pieces in smooth satin. She put her hatathm middle of the pile,
luxuriating in its touch as it glided against her skin. Asiesery maid, she could never
afford such beautiful things to wear next to her skin. These out of reach, even in her
dreams.

It was wrong to be seduced by such frippery, but reallycehtl not help loving the feel
of silk against her body. He need never know the dedighattook in wearing his gifts, or
he would surely try to turn it to his advantage.

Fearing that he would be back at any moment and catclt halisadvantage, she
washed herself hurriedly with the pitcher of warm wégé for the purpose, and chose
some undergarments almost at random. They slithered coohas water, and so light
that it felt almost as if she was wearing nothinglat

A long skirt of fine, sky blue wool came next, with amigingly modest embroidered
white cotton bodice to match, and she was dressed. Thoeighyté differed from what
she was used to wearing, the fabric was soft and corbfertahe was glad he had
indulged his taste for luxury only in her undergarments, aoglt her sensible,
workaday clothes to wear on top. Modest and practicalfraptf any unnecessary
ornamentation, they were the sort of clothes shewsad to wearing, though certainly of
a vastly superior quality to what she could buy for &iérs



She’d expected something frivolous and impractical, theod@xpensive clothes a man
would dress his mistress in, proclaiming to the world thatvgas a kept woman. Such
clothes would have shamed her. To his credit, he hadstoddrthat much about her.

She smoothed her palms over her skirts, telling hefisedely that she was in charge, in
control of her destiny. She was not as weak and vulreesbKhair Bey thought she was.
Her strength to endure whatever he could throw at herdamaiher greatest weapon.

By the time the door opened to readmit him, she wasaal/ras she could be to face
him—and her future.

Khair Bey tucked a red and white striped shawl around Lows$ealders. “There now,
you look like a proper Berber woman.” His heart acheth piide to see how beautiful
she looked in the dress of his homeland. As his wifepshed do him much honor. Not
even the most antagonistic village elder could find fatth Wwer appearance this
morning. She wore the clothes of a Berber woman gritice and dignity.

Taking her by the hand, he led her over to a chestn& heahad purchased especially
for her use. “Meet Zahra. She will carry you to nadrin the Rif. We have a long ride
ahead of us, but, God willing, we should be there by sundow

Louisa put out one tentative hand and stroked Zahra omolser The mare whickered
softly at the attention. “I had thought we would be tglkancarriage,” she said hesitantly.
“I have not ridden a horse before.”

He picked her up and set her on the mare’s back, stiflsigile at the look of alarm that
passed over her face as she found herself perched sdTiighroads hereabouts are too
narrow and rutted for even the lightest carriage. efoed donkeys are better suited to
this rocky terrain than carriages. In the south,retke desert sands lie, we ride camels.
And Zahra has a gentle gait.”

His words had clearly not reassured her. She was holding the pommel of the saddle
so tightly that her knuckles had turned white. “I hopé slee muttered. “Or | fear | shall
fall off and be relegated to riding a donkey.”

Her lack of experience on a horse was clear. Shenghieamare as if she were a sack of
grain, rather than moving with the motion of the anirBdle looked stiff and
uncomfortable and very ill at ease.

No matter; he would teach her to ride as well as angobttan woman. He swung his
legs over the back of his own horse, took the mamadéetto lead her, and motioned to
their escorts to follow. The men would provide protecfarthem on the journey, and
their donkeys would carry the goods he had promised to baickytb his people, the



goods he had purchased with some of the profits from tee&their carpets. His time
in Italy had been well spent, in more ways than one.

As soon as they left the seaside town behind and wteréhie@ open air of the countryside
amid the groves of almond trees that covered the rodyngl; he felt his breathing
deepen. This was where he belonged, where he felt trué &le did not feel at home in
the warehouses of Italy, haggling over the price of ¢arpéis heart, his soul, was bound
to the earth of the Rif, the mountains and plains ofddoo.

If Louisa would come to love his country as much ashen he would ask for nothing
more.

He turned around to watch her. Her initial trepidatibtha unfamiliar sensation of riding
a horse had given way to a much greater sense oftéasdeath grip on the saddle had
lessened, and she no longer drew her breath in shahgly thhe mare stumbled slightly
on the rough road. Now she was looking around her with eyge, no longer fixated on
the road at her feet, but drinking in the surrounding view.

Even though he had grown up here and knew every hill areiM&e the back of his
hand, the beauty of the landscape still had the powek®his breath away.

In the far distance, high mountains capped with snowirdated the horizon, while
behind them lay the sea spread out like a bright blue tcasfar as the eye could see.
The road, little more than a rutted track, wended its wayard over man-made terraces
thickly planted in durum wheat and olive trees. On thedriglopes, small flocks of
goats grazed on the grassy banks hidden among the rocks.

Louisa’s voice broke in on his thoughts. “How far aregeeng?”

He pointed toward the low range of hills in front of théBehind those hills lies a
beautiful, fertile valley. That is where my casbads I

“Your casbah? What is that?”

“My village. A casbah is a walled village.”

A puzzled look crossed her face. “Why does a simple vilteggel walls?”

“Morocco is a beautiful land, with many rivers and lwslleys. Many people covet it,
from the Arabs to the French. Our village walls havpdg:to keep my Berber people

safe from centuries of invaders who envied our lands.”

She was silent for a moment, digesting his answersd {@mat is your house like, in this
walled village?”



“It is just a house as any other house. Men’s quartennients quarters, a rooftop terrace
for the warm summer evenings. But it has a large caarigad beautiful gardens planted
with flowers and set with fountains,” he said proudlyh&Twater plays all day, cooling
the air even in the heat of summer.” The gardens wasambol of his prosperity, and of
the wealth of his people. His lands were fertile amdl tended, and afforded him
luxuries that others who cared less for their landataot match. “You will like it there.”

“Who lives there with you?”
“In my village?”
“In your house.”

“My mother, several aunts—the sisters of my latedaethisome other relatives, and
various servants who look after us all. We are nat@el group. There are maybe a dozen
of us altogether.”

“Do you have other women like me?” She stumbled a tittler the words. “Other
women you have bought?”

“No, | do not.” Though slavery was still commonplaneother parts of Morocco, he had
never condoned the practice in the lands he contrdllsdcapture of Louisa had been an
aberration, and the sultan would doubtless have hisfbeg@itacy and abduction if word
of it ever got out. Capturing European women was theaohen calculated to bring the
wrath of the European powers onto the heads of all bbawas, and it was swiftly and
brutally punished.

“What about the fifty women in your harem? | canndidwe they all remain there of
their own free will. Are none of them captives? Anthiy do not live with you, where
do they live?”

He gave a bark of laughter. “Whatever gave you the idsd thad a harem of slave
girls?”

“You told me so...in Italy.”

He shook his head. She must have mistaken his teasitigefouth. Only the sultan
himself would lead such a profligate life, and keep so mamgemto underscore his
own status. “What on earth would | do with fifty women@would | keep them? | am
a wealthy man, but even my wealth has limits. | wowtlahoose to squander my
family’s property and honor on such foolishness. Fifigaubines?” And he burst out
laughing again at the thought.

Louisa’s bottom lip trembled. “You told me you had at lédist women in your harem
and | believed you. Why shouldn’'t I? Everyone knows thatb8 keep hundreds of



women as their wives, all locked away together in aprigiow was | to know that you
would be any different?”

He would almost be offended by her questions if he was rexhesed by them. “I am a
Berber. We do not keep harems of wives like our Arab brefmor do we have more
than one wife.”

She was silent for some moments. “l didn’t know yoweneking. | thought you were all
the same, and lived in the same way.”

“There is much you do not know about life in Morocco. Bot will learn.”

In the early afternoon, they stopped by the side trfe@s to eat. Louisa flopped under
the shade of a tree with a sigh and closed her eyaisgRall morning had clearly tired
her.

He passed her a small, flat loaf of bread stuffed @otliscous and spiced lamb, and a
handful of dates. “Eat.” Though she had slept like thel dea night before, there were
still dark shadows under her eyes and she looked morikfthgn she had in Italy. He
would need to be sure she ate well and did not tire iekislEnglish rose needed to be
well tended to take proper root in a foreign soil.

When she had finished eating, she lay back down in tlteesgamacing as her backside
came into contact with the ground. Clearly she had xeggerated her lack of
experience on a horse. She would be sore on the morrow.

There was little time for resting, though. If they wéo reach the casbah before nightfall,
they could not afford to linger long. Hyenas and jackadse common enough hereabouts
to make spending the night out in the open less thar-wiséto mention the odd pride

of lions.

Large caravans found safety in numbers and in keeping buining all night, but they
were only a small party and vulnerable to the predatatdurked on the plains. Besides,
he wanted to introduce Louisa to her new home while & stil light enough to see.

With some reluctance, he shook her awake. “Come, wé gous

Stiffly, she got to her feet and allowed him to lift lvack onto the mare with only a
slight grimace. “Is it far to go?”

“Not so far. We will be there before the sky growskdar

The mare started off with a whinny, picking her way doedly over the stony ground,
closely followed by his stallion, sidestepping with eiyeagd good spirits. The load-
bearing donkeys ambled slowly in their wake, stopping enevwy and then to grab a
mouthful of greenery and conversing among themselves wéthwing cries.



It was late afternoon when they passed the cresiedfitl and could look down into the
valley at the walled village he called home. The fdtions of earth that surrounded it
gleamed an orangey red in the sunshine, reflecting a gaddanth onto the white walls
of the buildings within. From this height, only thetdtaed roofs of many of the houses
could be seen, but his own house stood out, tall and lnigihe late sun.

He stopped his horse with a slight pressure on the rethstaod looking down on his
village. His heart swelled with the joy of returning te home, and with the knowledge
that he had brought back the woman of his dreams to slvaith him. “My home, and
yours.”

Louisa merely looked at it with a disturbing lack of insgrand shrugged her shoulders.
“Your home, my prison.”

Her words chilled him to his soul. He had not thought shdduo®i so upset at being
brought to his village. He needed her to fall in love \hitin so she no longer wanted to
depart. Once she was safely installed in his home and ootkasily choose another
life, he would have to confess that he had been behindtacion. Only then could he
reward her with the knowledge he had captured her out ef &md that in truth she had
never been his slave.

The closer they got to the casbah, the quieter Louise, gr&il her silence seemed to
enclose her in a thick blanket that was impenetrablenilber how he coaxed her, she
would not talk to him. She did not even seem to hear Hervihe spoke to her.

No doubt the first sight of her new home had overwheeéler, just as he had been
surprised and startled at his first view of a Europeanbeitly of colorless, soulless gray
stone. With time, she would get accustomed to her eege pn the world. He dared not
believe her silence came from anything more sinistemddeled her love too much.

His mother was in the courtyard to greet him when thayead. She enveloped him in
her arms as he slid off the back of his horse, than&foe done with the day’s riding.
“Ithry, | am glad you are home,” she said in Berber.

He replied in the same language. “It is good to be. hdrave missed my family and my
home. But my business in Italy is concluded for the ,yaad my people will be pleased
with the price | obtained for them. This year will b@ter prosperous one.”

His mother’s glance sidled over to Louisa, who wdlysattempting to dismount from
her mare. “I see you have brought us a guest.”

He hurried over to lift Louisa down from her horse ascboet her over to his mother.
“Not a guest. | have brought home a wife,” he saidl,istBerber.

His mother’s eyes grew wide and she frankly staredeapair of them. “You are
married?”



“Not yet,” he confessed. “But we will be soon. Shiohgs to me.”

Her eagle eyes searched Louisa’s face, and she seeimetappy with what she saw.
“She is a lucky woman, to be the one you have chosgonwar wife.”

He bowed his head in agreement, not sure yet whetherd_aomsld entirely agree with
his mother’s assessment. “Louisa, this is my motbeyla,” he said in English. “Mother,
this is Louisa Clemens.”

His mother bowed her head politely. “You are very weledo my son’s house,” she
said, in English this time.

To his surprise, Louisa had gone as white as milk at tiioneof his mother’s name.
“You should not introduce me to your family,” she hissed it inian undertone. “You
are mocking me, and shaming yourself.”

He shook his head. What was the matter with Louisa now?

“You bought me,” she continued in a low whisper. “l ans l#&n a servant. | am
your...your...” Her voice tailed off as if she could not beaput into words what she
thought she was. “You should never have brought me hereedypectable woman can
talk to me now, especially not your mother.”

He brushed aside her concerns. “My mother does not barg auch trifles and neither
should you.” They would be married soon, and all wouldebeight. Until then, she was
a part of his family, whether she liked it or not.

“She ought to care. As | do. | cannot look her in theséy

“Nonsense...” he started to say, but was interrupted by hisenovho came forward
and took Louisa’s hand.

“You look tired from your journey,” she said, drawing Lauaway from him and
bringing their whispered argument to an end. “Come wetharmd | shall show you to the
women’s quarters. My son is good to us womenfolk. We havkedsieapartments in the
whole of the riad. They face north, away from the, suml stay quite cool even in the
hottest weather, and the scent from the orange tla@eted below the windows is quite
delicious...”

As Louisa gave one last agonizing look over her shouldéhat Bey, his mother led
her away and into the house, still chattering likekarro

Seven

Louisa folded her arms around her stomach in discorafokhair Bey’'s mother led her
through a pretty tiled courtyard and into a set of spa@pastments. The rooms here



were light and airy, with tiled floors and windows opeteéeep a cool breeze flowing
through. After riding all day in the heat of the sun, aggrinside was like a long, cold
drink of water to her senses.

Khair Bey’s mother fluttered around her, showing hea tow sofa and placing cushions
behind her back. “I do apologize for not having the roorady¢o receive you. My son
did not see fit to inform me that he was bringing horgeest. | will have the girls see to
it right away. | am sure you would like to freshen uprafteur journey. It is such a long
and tiring ride from the coast.”

Louisa could not allow Khair Bey’s mother to go on thntkihat she was an honored
visitor. “I should not be sitting here,” she mumbled vathbarrassment. “And you
should not be waiting on me. | am not exactly a guest.

Khair Bey's mother looked up with mild curiosity as shegal Louisa a cup of mint tea.
“You are not?”

“I am not here by choice. | was on my way back to BEndlwhen my ship was captured
by pirates and | was taken captive and sold. Khair Begltiome,” she could hardly
force the hateful words through her lips, “from a brathel

The shock on his mother’s face at her story told Loengaything she needed to know.
Khair Bey had been wrong. His mother did care about gucgs. Louisa bit her lip to
hold back tears of self-pity.

But when Khair Bey’'s mother spoke, her voice was aodt comforting, not harsh with
accusation. “You were working there? Forgive me for sagmdut | cannot imagine my
son bringing home the type of woman one would find ireaglike that.” She shook her
head with some vigor and continued pouring the tea. “Halass/s had too much pride
to come second to another man.”

At least she could honestly defend herself from tlagehof being a prostitute. “No, |
was sold mere moments after | arrived. The ownerlsaabs more trouble than | was
worth to train to the trade, or she would have kept meelfer Thank heaven she had at
least escaped that fate.

His mother’s eyes narrowed as she sat back on a ppésite Louisa and sipped from
her cup. “You are a virgin, then?”

Louisa choked on a mouthful of hot tea. Khair Bey’s mothearly was not one to mince
words, even about the most private of matters. Shédeltace slowly start to burn red
hot with shame. She wished the ground would open up and swiadlowhole. Death
would be preferable to the embarrassment she felt atdh&wiexplain herself.

“Not a virgin, either. | had met your son before,taly.” Though she could not lie,
neither could she say anything more if her life dependetl o have to confess her



weakness to Khair Bey’s mother was the greatest neatihn she could ever face. She
could not bear it if the older woman thought badly of her

“No matter.” She brushed off Louisa’s confession disvifere a trivial matter. “My son
has brought you to his home, and | would be shamed if ettgatu as less than an
honored visitor.” She clapped her hands and a servamingeted. She gave a series of
orders in a soft-sounding language and waved the servapta@asn to do her bidding.
“Fatima will have the best apartment made up for yosoas as possible. But until then,
come and meet the rest of our family.”

Louisa allowed herself to breathe again, thankful sbeldvnot be treated with scorn and
disgust. Khair Bey’'s mother was treating her bettantshe deserved, far better than she
had expected. Maybe it was just the Moroccan way plgracious to a woman who, in

English society, would be openly derided. Whatever the neabe was grateful for it.

Khair Bey's mother—Layla, as she instructed Louisa tbheat—took her through the
women’s apartments and introduced her to the women whotliweed. A couple of very
elderly aunts who dressed identically in loose gowns ribddd smiled toothlessly at
her, not knowing a word of English. Their faces wezaily tattooed with blue dye—
small circles on their cheekbones, dots over thabeyws, and an intricate series of
lines covering their chins.

Several other women of indeterminate middle age, Weghsame markings on their chins,
were introduced as Layla’s cousins. There was not ardagel in sight—not a single
woman who could possibly be a rival for Khair Bey'seatfons. Nor were there any
locks on the doors, or any indication that the womerewet free to come and go as they
pleased.

As hard as it was for her to comprehend, he must hese telling the truth when he said
he had no harem. She’d been so sure that if she calwhertaco, she would have to
share Khair Bey with other women. That, more tharitang else, had made her decide
to leave Italy before she could be tempted to carryein affair. Living like that—even

if she had been chief among them, as his only wife imtidst of a sea of concubines—
would have killed her soul.

Though he had bought her from the old bawd, he had no¢drbat as a slave. Last night
they had shared his living quarters, but he had made no tméeach her against her

will, and he had bought her respectable clothes and brbeglome to his family. Even
his mother had treated her kindly.

Maybe, just maybe, Morocco would not be as bad a plaskeabad feared. Even the
climate was not as fierce as she had expected. Thaaiwarm and dry like it was in
Italy, and she loved the heat and the sunshine.

If Khair Bey were to repeat his offer to marry her, gie her the choice whether to stay
or to go, she could almost imagine choosing to staywihehim.



After settling into her sumptuous new apartment, Louisa l&d by a young maid to the
rooftop terrace where the other women had congregatéd iagt of the afternoon sun.

Gingerly, she lowered herself onto a pile of cushions andmed yet another cup of
mint tea. The other women welcomed her with smilesgastiures, while Layla
translated scraps of their conversation as best shd.co

Louisa was just feeling comfortably settled when the dtetlhe entryway to the women’s
apartments gave a loud peal. Layla waved a hand at ohe sétvants to answer it. She
returned a few moments later and whispered her messagela’s ear.

“Khair Bey respectfully requests the company of Louisant&ns to dine with him this
evening,” Layla translated, her eyebrows raised. “Whatesa, Louisa? Do you wish to
dine with my scapegrace son this evening? Or shall yalilsemyour excuses and dine
quietly with us instead?”

Louisa looked into the bottom of her cup of tea, and dawelear, amber liquid a swirl.
“Do | really have a choice?” she asked quietly. A bo#feze was blowing over the
terrace and the air smelled of warmed earth. If onlyninescles were not screaming in
pain from the stiffness of being in the saddle all dhg,would think she was in paradise.

“While you live in this riad, in the apartments of whicarh the mistress, you will always
have a choice.” Layla’s voice was firm.

“But if | refuse, can he not come in here and forceon@ccompany him?”

Layla made a horrified noise at the thought, and shookdeaat emphatically. “These are
the women’s quarters. He may not enter past the outersra@ use to entertain guests—
not even if he were invited in, which he never would beisHeeman. He has his own
apartments, the courtyard, and the galleries for emargghis guests. This part of the
riad belongs to us.”

So, the women’s quarters were isolated from the resteofiousehold to keep the men
out, not to keep the women in? This made Louisa regarcoingpanions in a whole new
light. “He cannot come in here at all?”

“‘Never.”

“Or send someone to fetch me out?”

Layla gave an evil smile. “l would like to see him try.”

Louisa took another sip of tea. It seemed somehow sweedemore delectable than it
had just a moment before. Truly, life in Morocco heldless surprises. The women had



their own apartments where the men were not alloweshter. If they chose to, they
could live there unmolested, in peace and privacy. It waboks$ on their doors that
kept the women inside their quarters, but their own choicemain secluded.

She was a foreigner here, though, and a slave. Althdwegsystem might work well
enough for Moroccan women, she could not believe trmtwuld be afforded the same
protection. “l have had a long day, and | am weary. kthiwould prefer to stay where |
am.” Her refusal would be a good test of how far thegmtain of the women’s quarters
extended to her.

Layla nodded approvingly and spoke a few sharp words to thensemr# ran back the
way she had come.

Louisa listened apprehensively for any sign that her aéfuesd been received with anger,
but there was nothing—not even an attempt to persuad®lerange her mind. Layla
had spoken the truth. Here in the women'’s quarters abesafe. Slowly but surely she
began to relax, and to enjoy the company of the womamdrber.

As the night began to fall and the temperature droppedslanterns were lit around the
edge of the terrace, bathing the rooftop in a golden dlowisa wrapped her shawl
snugly around her shoulders, though she hardly needadlitefevarmth. Even in Italy
she could not have sat outside with such comfort as feght

After dark, dinner was served, still on the rooftop tegrdde women of the household
gathered around a circular table, sitting on cushions withdlwught of the damage the
dew might cause to the fabric.

Louisa took her place among them, and a round dish of nasaplaced in the middle of
the table. A basin of water was offered to each persthedable, and a trickle of fresh
water was poured over their hands to wash. Then Laytanored a few words under her
breath, and gestured at them all to start eating.

No cutlery was provided. They ate, Louisa noticed, onllig their right hands, taking the
food from that part of the bowl closest to them, meeaching past their neighbor for a
choicer morsel. Clumsily, she followed suit, pickingrees of food out of the communal
bowl, dipping the flat bread in gravy, and eating it athwier fingers.

This was how Khair Bey had shown her to eat when there Wwack in Italy. A wave of
longing for him swept over her, so strong that it cauglhter breast. If she had not
refused his invitation to dine with him, just to see & sbuld, right now she would be
sharing an intimate meal with him. He would be pickingicé tidbits out of the bow! for
her, and feeding them to her with his own hands...

It was just as well she had refused the invitation.Kiesv only too well how such a
meal like that would end. She knew the limits of hen®ivength. Whatever her original



intentions, such a dinner would inevitably lead her sttdiKhair Bey’s bed. She was
not ready for that. She might never be ready.

But Layla had offered her a choice—a real choice. 8bkeld around the table at the
women sharing the meal with her and smiled. She fidtlszre, as she never had felt
before.

Khair Bey was drinking coffee in the courtyard the fallog morning when his mother
whirled in with the force of a desert sandstorm. DeprivELouisa’s company, he had
slept badly and his usually sharp mind felt heavy and fogged ble greeted her with a
grim mockery of a smile, unable to summon more, evehifomother.

“You have not been honest with your intended brides’ tHother’s voice was sharp with
displeasure as she flounced to a stop in front of hffau“have lied to her.”

He knew very well that his mother was behind Louisa’s ed¢ficsdine with him the
previous night. Left to herself, Louisa would have succuhtbehe politely worded
request. His mother had not only allowed but also abétiaa’s rebellion against his
wishes. “What have | said to her that is untrue?”

If his mother was angry with him, he was equally angryr\uér. She had been the cause
of his ruined evening and the emptiness of his bed. Louisadwewkr acclimatize

herself to living here with him if she was protected tbsides by his traitorous female
relatives. No, he would sooner turn them all out ohloigse to find shelter with their
other—Iless wealthy, less generous—family members tta@okltheir continued
interference in his life.

“Pirates, pah!” She positively spat the words out. “8mien have pirates plagued the
Barbary Coast, taking slaves to sell in the marketplaic#¢Zince | was a girl, | can tell
you. And these so-called pirates accidentally happenélaeoship that coincidentally
carried the young Englishwoman you met in Italy—the wog@nwant to marry, but
who clearly does not care a fig for you?

“And then they captured her and took her to a brothellkbhaethere to the highest
bidder, who just happened to be you?” She snapped her fingbrdesision. “You will
forgive me if | cannot believe a word of this ridicusostory.”

Though he had known his mother would see through his s@tyath not expected her to
be so angry about it. After all, she had been capturetrangiht to his father’'s harem in
much the same way, and she had always seemed contehiewibt as the pampered
favorite of a wealthy bey. “l have not asked you to.”

“You have asked Louisa to believe it. She thinks thathaue bought her as your
concubine, as your love slave—as if | would allow such geargs my riad.”



He forbore mentioning that the riad belonged to him, andionio¢r. In the temper she
was in, there was no point antagonizing her further.

His mother was not appeased by his silence. She stornmawugown in front of him,
her hands clenched into fists at her sides. “You wargedudt she would not have you,
SO you stole her.”

He shrugged. What was done was done. He would not be atloéime actions. They
had been necessary to secure his will. “She is here Toat is all that matters.”

To his surprise, his mother stepped forward and slapped hine aidin of his head, hard
enough to make him see stars. Her cheeks were bright debpatf fury on her usually
composed face, and her eyes were burning with what lookexstlike hatred.

He blinked at her, confused. In all his life, she had neaised a hand to him before. She
had never struck anyone, not even the laziest and nsodtedient of her servants. The
shock of it temporarily robbed him of the power of speech.

“I brought you up better than to steal a woman away tenfamily, from her home,
from everything she holds dear,” she spat at him. “You bawveght hshuma to your
name and to the name of your family by your actionss 3ttame me. You shame
yourself.”

“She is my woman,” he said doggedly. The hatred in hihents eyes unnerved him,
though he did not show it. His mother had cared for mchlaved him all his life. “She
gave herself to me of her own free will. All I havendas bind her to me more tightly.”

“That is no excuse. She is an Englishwoman, not adBefhe knows nothing of such
bargains.”

“In time she will accept her fate.”

“As | have done?” His mother laughed bitterly. The sourbed through the air,
bouncing back on him from the hills on either side of thiéey until it seemed as though
he would drown in it. “I never forgave your father f@nat he did to me. Never. He
brought me here without a thought for what | wished, aed thdiscovered that | was
nothing more than a passing fancy to him, another pretilyiddo add to his collection.
He robbed me of a normal life, the sort of life | lmwedn brought up to lead, the only life
| wanted. | would have been happier as the wife ofmplei fisherman.”

“I am not my father. | will make her happy.” He wouldt sthame Louisa by secretly
filling his harem with local beauties and exotic dancintsgHis father had done this and
claimed that they were all poor relatives of his, antddea duty to bring them into his
family and support them. It was just a coincidence shahany of his poverty-stricken
relatives were handsome young women who were only topytta visit his bed at night.



“Happiness is not a gift you can bestow on anotherheego, son.”

His mother asked too much of him. “I cannot do that. [&Hengs to me.”
“Let her go, or she will learn to hate, as | have done.

“I will take the risk, for you have also learned to IGve.

She turned her back on him then, and walked away. “Themwybdo a foolish thing,”
she said over her shoulder. “And you must pay the price.”

The hours stretched into days, and the days stretchedéetiks as Louisa adjusted to life
in the riad.

In the mornings, Khair Bey courted her—there was nerotlord for it. Shortly after the
sun rose, he would take her out on excursions—a ride atbarwbuntryside on the

pretty bay mare, with him on his stallion at her smeamble around the streets of the
casbah on the back of a friendly, gentle-eyed donkéw dsd her by the reins; even once
he took her out on the swaying back of a camel, whieeled in front of her so she
could climb onto it. She wasn’t so fond of the camel—iwdits lips back over its teeth

in a snarl, and spat.

They strolled among the almond groves; and visited the sdwke he bought her a
brightly colored scarf and a necklace made of bead#évef and carved amber. Once,
when it had rained overnight and the paths were muddysthggd in the riad and he
strummed on the guembri—a lute with three strings—and sahertlilting melodies
that told of love and longing.

And he talked to her. He talked of his love for his homeland,of the mountainous Rif
and the land stretching to the sea. He discussed withdelifficulties he had being the
bey—dispensing justice fairly to all his people, and tad®n as evenhanded, not
favoring one over another. He asked for her opiniors liatened to her gravely when
she gave them. But most of all, he spoke of how he lotwgkd alone with her, and of all
the pleasure he would give her when it was just the tvbewh together, with no one
else around.

But they were never quite alone. There could be no repd¢ae liberties he had taken
with her in the cypress grove in the Winterbottomstegarin Italy. The casbah was
always crowded with people going about their businessfig¢lis outside the village
walls were intensively cultivated, and wherever theytweere were men and women
working not far away. At the river, there would be cleldiplaying and splashing in the
shallows, or a string of donkeys brought down to drink. Nene was there enough
privacy for Khair Bey to do more than ride alongside beto maybe take her hand in
his for a few moments as they walked.



Even when they stayed indoors, servants came and wengththe house, carrying out
their duties as they needed to, and the sounds of the guambght others who came to
sit cross-legged on the floor and listen.

They would eat the midday meal together in the courtysitthg side by side and
sharing food from the same bowl. Then, when theingatias done, he would bid her
farewell and go about his business as the leader of hidepeo

During the sleepy afternoon hours, while Khair Bey wdisig around the fields to
supervise the workers, poring over the accounts, or disgejustice, Louisa sat with the
women of the household, learning how to make the intricat@broidered belts and
slippers worn by the Berber men, or watching them at thems, weaving finely
patterned carpets. She could hardly believe how quickly fingers skimmed over the
loom, almost too fast for her to follow.

In the late afternoon, when the sun’s heat hadte§erceness, she and Layla might

walk out together, with one of the male servants to@pany them, to the small local
souk to purchase exotic spices for the household, or wisibbLayla’s friends to sit in
the shade, drink mint tea, and eat slices of orangekégulivith cinnamon or almond-

flavored pastries.

Every evening when the sun went down, the same requestfoam Khair Bey to dine
with him, and every evening she refused in favor of diningpenwomen’s quarters. The
women did not make her feel like an outsider, but imstesated her as a treasured
member of their family. They genuinely liked her, andwhs growing very fond of
them in return.

Taking a midday meal with Khair Bey in the courtyard was thing, but dining with

him alone in his room was quite another. Accepting hig eftess tantamount to accepting
her role as his mistress—his captive mistress, theyetomlease him, with no will of her
own.

Though she spent each morning in anticipation, waiting @verfof desire for those brief
touches of his hand on hers, an accidental brush obdig bbr the innocent touch of
their legs when their horses passed too close to eaeh skie could not give in to him.
She dared not give in.

What would happen to her mornings, the favorite pahnieofday, if Khair Bey no longer
felt the need to court her so assiduously? Would he leaveith the women all day,
bringing her to his rooms every night just to lie with"h&/ould her worth be devalued
in his eyes, until she was nothing more to him than a coernewessel for him to spill
his seed into? If she gave in to him, would he lose isténeher once she no longer
posed a challenge?

She loved the mornings spent in his company. She could $eeeyes how much he
desired her, and read in his body language his frustratioot éing able to touch her.



Though his loose cotton trousers usually concealed hesdttaesire, the merest
accidental touch made his back stiffen as if he wasim, or elicited a groan as if he
were being tortured by all the devils in hell. Giving irhte seduction would take the
edge off his appetite for her, and leave him feeling comfdytsated instead of hungry.

By keeping him at a distance, she kept his attention—and impaatant, she kept her
self-respect. As long as she could resist him, she kinetxshe was still Louisa Clemens,
not just Khair Bey’'s woman. As long as she did notaam to temptation, she had a
measure of self-determination, if not of freedom.

He was not the only one who was suffering; theirex@ss was a torment to her, just as it
was to him. Her whole body hummed with awareness ipresence. Despite the warmth
of the early mornings, her nipples were permanently peakédough with cold. They
thrust toward him, wanting to feel his hands on them, lbistmteasing them, his tongue
licking them.

The merest touch of his hand on hers was enough to makedheflood with heat and a
damp patch to start growing between her legs. Her pussy bwittesuch desire; she
longed to slake her need by rubbing herself against him whijedlied.

She wanted to take his cock in her hands and watclelt amd grow hard as she bent
down to take the head into her mouth. She wanted tcelifskirts and beg him to stroke
her, to enter her, to thrust inside her until she seegawith fulfilment. She wanted him
lying on his back, with his cock thrusting up into the air, simel wanted to ride it as she
rode her mare in the mornings—slowly at first, and tlaster and harder until she
collapsed on top of him, breathless and sweating frenexkrtion.

But she did none of those things. She learned how toSliediscovered the paths of the
casbah and the enticing goods on display at the souke&ined how durum wheat was
harvested, when to gather almonds, and where th@lbestrees grew. She learned to
appreciate the stark beauty of the country, and to lmveaund of running water, which
promised a respite from the heat.

And she learned that Khair Bey was a man of fieradepaind even fiercer loyalties—a
man whose love was not won easily, but once won,waasforever.

In her more optimistic moments, she even began to dug@dcshe had captured his
heart.

One evening, the women were fizzing with an unaccustomeatkerant that continued
throughout the dinner hour. Though by now she had learnedadeds of Berber, she
did not understand a single thing they were trying to expéaher. She finally turned to
Layla; even she, usually so calm and collected, was aroneated than usual. “What is
all the fuss about?”



“There is an exhibition tomorrow. A harrga. With hase

Louisa shrugged. An exhibition of horses did not seem ena@ugéttso excited about.
There were horses everywhere in Morocco, from theky barbs used as saddle horses
to the purebred Arabians, whose owners prized them fargrese and beauty as much
as for their endurance under the fierce Moroccan sun.

Layla must have read the confusion on her face. “You fougive us. We Moroccans
love our horses, and the men who ride them. When tawwaromes, you will understand
why.”

The next morning, all the women were up early and dresstetir best. When Khair
Bey came to the women’s quarters, they broke into suefitaring of excitement that
Louisa could hardly hear herself think above the din.

She had to admit feeling somewhat excited herself. ltigtEhis usual clothes, Khair
Bey was dressed all in white: a long-sleeved white tunidewiaggy trousers, and even
a white cap on his head instead of his usual red fez. Addirentirdit of color were his
knee-high boots of bright yellow leather, covered tnigate embroidery. She had never
seen him look quite so grand before.

“You have a special treat in store for you today,” hdarpd, as he led her down to the
courtyard, followed by the rest of the women of theehar“Today | am riding in a
harrga.”

“What is a harrqa? Your mother said something about it rexhibition of horses.”

Her words made him laugh. “That is like calling the ocepnddle or the mighty
mountains of the Rif a rise in the ground. But | cdrdescribe it. You will soon see for
yourself.”

He led the way to a recently cleared wheat field aetlge of the casbah, where a large
group of people had already gathered. In one corner was@&af horses, with bright
red, tasseled harnesses around their necks. On thks Wwace blankets of embroidered
silk, and perched on top of the blankets were high-back@diess covered in ornate cloth.
As she drew closer, she noticed that their eyes a@rered with embroidered blinkers to
severely restrict their vision.

Khair Bey took the reins of the largest horse, a jatlbktallion even more ornately
decorated than the rest. “I must leave you here,” ioe @8 he vaulted into the saddle and
grabbed a long rifle held out to him by one of the men ogtbend. “Enjoy the
spectacle.”

Layla stepped up and took Louisa’s arm as they watched Rbgiand the rest of the
men on horseback wheel their horses around and ride tenonef the wheat field. Then,
with a shout, the first riders were off. Khair Beysaia front, practically standing upright



in his stirrups as he galloped full tilt down the fi€ldhe horses’ hooves pounded on the
dry ground, sending clouds of dust swirling into the air. Anosheut and all the men
lifted their rifles into the air and shot in unison. Tdw@m reverberated around the valley
like a tremendous thunderclap, sending clouds of birds squawkihg air for miles
around.

Wave after wave of men on their horses galloped dowwktsat field, firing their guns
simultaneously into the air as they rode, until it labks if there were a sea of horses
and men rolling inexorably over the land. As each waweectn the end of the course,
they wheeled around to the sides and cantered back tatheeady to begin the wild
gallop all over again.

The wheat field was churned into a mass of dust like foa@ wave, until they could
hardly see the horses through the veil of obscurayt¢louded them.

Beside her, the women were making almost as much asiee horses, screaming their
delight at a particularly wild gallop or their appreciatior a fine rider, or yelling insults
when a rider mistimed his rifle shot. Their screamdedight turned to howls of terror
when one of the riders lost his seating and teetereadioesly, almost falling
underneath the thundering hooves, before being pulled backaupisréaddle by the man
riding alongside him.

Caught up in the excitement, Louisa peered through tbkething clouds of dust,
watching Khair Bey as he galloped and wheeled acrosstddriia stunning display of
horsemanship, firing his rifle into the air as he rod®ptspeed. Not once did he falter or
mistime his shot. It was as if man and beast weresanbeautifully did they work
together.

Her eyes were smarting with grit and her ears ringiitly the noise of the rifles being
fired when the waves of horses and men finally slowetithen came to a stop.

The spectators came streaming onto the field, milliogiraal the horses with excited
chatter.

Louisa stayed where she was, watching as Khair Belypstitorseback, made his way
toward her.

She could not help drinking in the sight of him. In reseznonial clothes, their whiteness
now covered in dust and streaked with gunpowder residue fronfl@j he looked
handsomer than ever. How wonderful he had been ot in¢he field, galloping at the
head of his riders like a general at the head of a comguarmy. How proud she had
been to watch him. She longed to reach out and take Hueriarms, to whisper in his
ear how much she had missed him, how much she longedsthikisto touch him, to be
his woman in every way he wanted her to be.



He vaulted easily off the back of his stallion andwhtlee reins to a waiting groom.
“That is a harrga,” he said, drawing her into a brirebeace.

Louisa laughed at the sheer joy of being in his armsrhidled of sweat and horse and
dirt, and she wished she could stay holding him forélteras not an exhibition—it was
a thunderstorm. | thought | was going to be swallowed ug’in

He smiled happily as he took her arm and led her aveay the horses and the crowds to
a quieter part of the grounds. “I was swallowed up inigsaid. “When you are riding,
you can think of nothing but the horse beneath you, andfté in your hand. Nothing
else exists.”

They had left the people and the noise behind them nalwyvare skirting a field of
ripened wheat that had not yet been reaped. He took ho&t bahd and pulled her in
among the sheaves. The stalks towered up to theitdgsias they pushed their way in.

Laughing, he sank to his knees, and pulled her with himndlse of the crowd was
nothing but a distant murmur. “This is the first time Védeen alone with you since you
came to my home. Truly alone.”

The sheaves of wheat hid them from view. All she couddvszs the blue sky above
them. She nestled into his embrace. “We have speng ex@aning together,” she
protested, though she knew that was not what he meant.

He lay back in the wheat and gazed at her. “I confessslhoping for something rather
different when | paid such an outrageous sum of moneystmeeyou from the brothel.
It's just as well for my reputation as a businessmanlittiatnot make a habit of allowing
myself to be gulled.”

“| promised you nothing.”

“True.” He reached out and twined a lock of her hair aranelfinger, tugging her
gently closer to him. “But listening to the old lady descygbar many and manifold
virtues, | thought | would be buying myself a most complamd experienced mistress.
Instead | got a prickly young miss who persists in refysne.”

Experienced? The only experience she had ever receiddoeka at his hands.
“Nonsense,” she said, slapping his hand away, “you thoughingoodf the kind. You
knew me better than that. Besides, it is your own faytiu are dissatisfied. You gave
me a choice whether or not to come to you at nighto$eho decline.” Looking at him
lying at his ease in front of her, she had to question thelowif her decision. Surely
she had punished him, and herself, enough. He had savedrmehé slave markets,
after all, and bought her only to rescue her from fallmg worse hands.

Though technically she belonged to him, he had never takemtage of his ownership.
She was free to become his lover, or to turn him dovahapleased. She had tested her



power of refusal to the limit, and it had held firm. Tigb he might tease her about
belonging to him, he treated her with nothing but respect.

The only thing she could not do was leave him, to returetdamily in England.

A dreadful thought crossed her mind as she lay in thesgv@hat if he had found another
woman to tend to him while she was sulking in the womguarters? He was a man, not
a eunuch, and he had a man’s needs. She could not expeotviaait for her forever.

The thought of him touching another woman in desire madstberach clench in knots.
She was the woman he desired—no one else.

Even if he were to set her free, to offer to retumtbdEngland, would she accept? She
had grown to love Morocco, and to love him, more withhedey that passed. Leaving
him would be like leaving a part of herself.

His eyes became dark with something that looked like aargkhe rolled away from her.
“Are you suggesting | order you to do as | wish? Or forceethygs you?”

A shiver of revulsion chilled her spine. “No, never th#the ever tried to force her, she
would truly learn to hate him.

“Then come to me now, Louisa. Come and kiss me.”

“Is that an order?” As much as she wanted him, an ordatdabe easy to refuse. She did
not care how much money had passed hands when he rescaeshk was not his slave.
She would never be his slave.

Once again he reached toward her, this time brushing hek ehih the back of his
hand. “It has never been an order, only an invitatiome# sincere, deeply felt invitation
that has been getting more sincere and deeply felt elasty

An invitation was so much harder to refuse than an order—iafipachen it was
accompanied by a pleading look in those proud gray eyes,afyas that were so much
more used to commanding obedience than begging for faderdeart ached to make
them smoulder with desire, with love for her.

He sensed her softening toward him and took the opportunityng ter down beside
him. His lips were on hers and he was kissing her, tgndefirst and then with a
growing passion.

She had wanted him for so long that his kiss was like & gpea pile of tinder, setting
off an instant conflagration that was beyond her poweotdrol. All she could do was
let it burn higher and hotter, until it temporarily bednitself out.

As their kiss deepened, she slipped her hand inside hisrsdading to feel the beat of
his heart, to know that it was beating for her.



He groaned as her hands slid over his naked skin, anddhedk him as well. Pushing
up her skirts, he slipped his hand between her legs, reaamengngly for that part of
her that cried out for him.

She was already wet for him. She could feel the moistaras fingers as he stroked her,
dipping his fingers into her and then stroking her betweenhighs, building up the
tension in her until she wanted to scream at him te ber the release she craved.
Nothing else mattered but the ache between her thighhamtksperate need she had to
be filled.

His cock was thrust up hard against her opened thigh, insistés pressure. He moved
her hand down to touch him. “Please, Louisa. Touch ni@astouching you.”

Yes, she wanted his cock in her hands, just as her puassin his. Working with

feverish haste, she undid the buttons on his trousdrsead his proud cock. A couple of
strokes, and the veins were standing out on his memlzkg fw drops of come started
to seep out of the tip. As she swirled the milky fluidumnd the head of his cock, he
pulled away from her. “I've wanted you too long to comganr hand like a green
schoolboy,” he panted. “l need to fuck you, Louisa. | nedtirftust my cock deep into
your pussy, and come inside you.”

With a groan, he pushed his trousers down over his hips aneldnon top of her. His
cock slid over the entrance to her pussy, coating s&lér juices. “Please, Louisa. Take
me inside you.”

She was as desperate for him as he was for her. Iregrstve pulled her skirts out of the
way, bunching them up at her waist. With her hands ohuttecks, she guided him into
her, until he was buried deep inside her.

It felt as though she were flying, as if she had beenraetifom everything that bound
her to the earth. Though in her mind she knew she wasadyir@gre ground, on trampled
stalks of ripened wheat, her body could feel only teecé joy of possessing and of being
possessed.

This was no time for finesse or careful loving. Their mallheed made such things
unnecessary, undesirable. There was only a frantic dagés by desperation and by the
fear that they would be discovered. Powerfully, hegshmto her, each time filling her
with a sense of completion and taking her nearer tbrin&.

It was only a few thrusts before he held himself over Imerface contorted with the
effort of control. “I have waited too long for this,elgroaned, his teeth gritted with the
effort. “I cannot hold on any longer.”

She was so close to an orgasm herself that having hpwatold be torture. “You do not
need to,” she said, bucking herself against him, driving him deepeher. “Let it go.
Bring me with you.”



By permitting him to lose himself in her, and admittingttehe was as close to climax as
he was, Louisa finally drove him over the edge. With lasethrust, he shuddered inside
her, his seed infusing her with a rush of warmth. As shéifekssence flooding into her,
her own orgasm hit her with a wave of pleasure thait we as if it would never stop.

Her back arched off the ground and, despite the possibilyscovery, she was unable
to stop herself from crying out.

On and on, the convulsions continued, as he wrung eastrglfop of pleasure out of both
of them. Only then did he withdraw and collapse besideutierly spent.

He smoothed her skirts back over her legs and heldibsz to him as if he never wanted
to let her go. “Come to me tonight, Louisa. Let me Igog as you are meant to be
loved—slowly and reverently, in silk sheets and luxurighware and love. Not this
hurried coupling of animals in the fields. You were not maadeHis.”

Louisa sighed with satisfaction in his arms, uncarinthefprickles of wheat grass on her
back and legs. Why did something as beautiful as they lmmddshave to be labeled a
sin? There should be nothing sinful in giving another perssasple, and finding
pleasure for yourself at the same time. Men and womsga made for each other,
whether it was in fields of wheat or on sheets tihsa

Did it truly matter if she was to repeat her sin and takeas her lover? She was living
in Morocco now, where the way of life was so diffgr&om how people lived in
England. His household would not condemn her for hekmess; they had already
accepted her as one of their own, and no one in Engleexdl ever know of her shame.

And she wanted him. Oh, how she wanted him. Even now, lgtegisn his arms, she
wanted nothing else. “If you wish me to,” she whispereayillcome to you tonight.”

“For weeks | have wished for nothing else.”

“Then send for me tonight, and | will come.”

The smile that lit his eyes was worth the misgivihg &lt in her heart. After so many
weeks of craving his touch, she knew she would not be abdsigi the temptation that
he offered her. Their recent desperate coupling had progemtich.

Meeting him alone could have only one outcome. In hetthelae had already given in to
his seduction and was lying naked and panting in front of iemthighs spread wide

apart, her pussy gaping wetly open, begging for him to coohéade her.

This morning had not been planned—they had come togethef netd and
desperation. It had been an aberration, an opportweety and seized.



Dining with him tonight, however, would be an act of delttien, a definite decision.
She would not be able to hide behind the excuse of beingamwerby the force of
circumstance, of being overwhelmed by the sudden strengtr otkd.

As soon as they were alone together, the moment $berd¢ely put herself under his
power, she would become the eager and compliant misteessnted her to be.

Eight

That afternoon, Louisa spent longer than usual in thentem, scrubbing herself all over
first with hot water and then with cold, having almondrged oil rubbed into her skin,
and brushing her hair until it shone. If Khair Bey warttedhower her with luxury as he
had promised, she would prove herself worthy of it. Sbeladvshow him that she was
destined for better things than to be casually tumbleldeimheat fields.

When the knock on the door came, as it always dideretienings, she was almost
trembling with anticipation. This evening she would becomaikBey’'s mistress in her
heart and her soul, as she already was in her body.

Layla poured another cup of mint tea for Louisa, expectingdiesal. “My son is
persistent,” she murmured, almost as if in apology, epsehred. “But | think he has met
his match in you.”

There was no apology needed—not tonight. Louisa nodded ghigcdfthe servant
bearing the message. “l will be glad to dine with Khaay B she said, as she pushed
aside her tea and rose from the divan. “Please thankohithe invitation and tell him |
will be with him in a moment.”

Layla raised her eyebrows at Louisa’s sudden change df liBaere is no need for you
to go. You know that.” Her face looked troubled, as if skeawchewing over a thought

in her mind. “You can stay here if you would rather, aadviil not bother you. | will see
to that.”

“I know that | can stay here, and | thank you for thevikedge.” She gave Layla a
grateful glance. “But that is why tonight | will go—becausknow | do not have to.”

Layla pursed her lips together. “You wish to make your oaice in the matter?”
HI dO_”

The older woman nodded then, almost as if she were givagéa her blessing. “Go,
then.”

Khair Bey was waiting at the door to the women’s quartersion written all over his
body. As soon as he saw her, it flowed out of him asjla of relief escaped his lips. He



took her hand and carried it to his lips. “You took so ldngas concerned you might
have thought better of your promise.”

His nervousness endeared him to her all the more. Hadtadken her consent for
granted, or arrogantly assumed because she had comedaodenthat she would come
to him again. “l gave you my word that | would come.”

“You could still have changed your mind,” he said, as dehkr through the house to his
own private quarters. “I half expected you would think bettgoar promise after |
attacked you in the wheat field today with all the feseesf a ravening lion.” Though the
hallway was dark, she was sure she could see a flushhsatheeks with red.

“You would not have been angry with me?”

“Angry? No. But | would have been very disappointed.vehbaeen looking forward to
spending an evening in your company. Just the two of us. Wertwd\been together like
this since Italy.” He pushed open the door to his apartmehtasirered her in. “I never
thought | would feel nostalgic for anyplace other thanomm home, but | will make an
exception for that night in Italy when | fed you figgdaalmonds and loved you for the
first time.”

Her room in the women’s quarters was beautiful, opudgan, compared to what she
was used to, but it could not hold a candle to Khair Bagartment. The floor was tiled
in an intricate mosaic pattern, as was her own, uevher walls were made of plain
plaster, here the mosaic tiling continued halfway @owhll in swirls of glorious color.
The higher half of the walls and the ceiling were madeladter carved into shapes that
reminded her of honey hives. Set into the walls werelews of stained glass that sent a
rainbow of colors through the room.

The carpets on the floor were fine and soft, andawedivan in one corner was
upholstered in silk and covered with mounds of silk cushions.

She looked around in awe. It felt as though she had stepioeithe pages of a fairy tale,
a story from One Thousand and One Nights. She almpsteted a bevy of dancing girls
with bells around their wrists and ankles to writhaisimsly in, dancing to the music of
their tambourines, or a genie to appear in a puff of sriroke a lantern. It was a room
fit for a king, a sultan—for a prince of princes.

He laughed at the expression on her face. “You likeaoy?”

“It is so beautiful | can’t bear to touch anything ineaspoil it.”

He took her in his arms and twirled her around the roorhshe was dizzy. “My room
is made for loving and for being loved. All that was nmgsivas you.”

“I am here tonight.”



“My beautiful Louisa. Before this morning, | was beginntogvonder if | would ever be
able to tempt you back into my arms.”

She felt a tide of color creep into her cheeks ateh@nder of her wanton behavior in the
wheat field. All he needed was to get her alone, and akdost to all sense of herself.
Time and again he had proven her weakness for him. “I krehould not be here...”

“Do not say that!” He took her face in his hands anddabdeeply into her eyes, as if he
could convince her with the sheer force of his will. “Nesay that you do not belong
with me.”

She did not know anymore where she truly belonged. trigeWwith you tonight,” she
temporized. That was enough for her at the moment.

“Indeed you do.” It seemed to be enough for him, too. Tomowowld bring its own
challenges, but tonight was for them to share. “Ane lyongry?”

She eyed the plates of food piled on a table in theecpfrom which an appetizing smell
arose. Moroccan cuisine was delicious. Ordinarily sbalavlove to sample all the dishes
and taste every exotic flavor, but not tonight. Eatingld¢evait. She ran her hands over
his chest, toying with his buttons. “Not for food. For you.

“Then let me sate your appetite. Let me love you asdgserve to be loved.”

“Take me to bed,” she whispered to him, quietly surrenddvangelf. “Make me your
woman.”

Kneeling at her feet, he removed her embroidered slipfyestsone and then the other,
before reaching up to loosen her garters and unroll hekisgs. When her fingers
moved to her bodice to unbutton her shirt, he stopped hglabing his own hand over
hers. “Please, let me. | want to undress all of yovarit to worship every inch of you as
| go.”

At his behest she stood still, allowing him to undress &éregleased. After he had
removed her stockings, he untied her skirts, lettinghthaddle at her feet. Her bodice
was next. With great care, he undid every tiny buttad,then pushed the fabric over her
shoulders. “You have such beautiful skin,” he murmureaashing his hands over her
arms and neck.

She stepped out of her skirts, standing in front ofdressed only in a light linen shift
and drawers. The days in Morocco were too warm to viediaters of petticoats and the
tightly boned corsets she had been used to wearinggiaith and even in Italy.

“You look like every man’s wicked fantasy,” he murmuredhasat back on a pile of
cushions on the floor and just looked up at her. “Turn araamécan admire all of you.”



Obediently, she gave a little pirouette, waggling her hipts3g little as she moved.

“Take off the rest of your clothes,” he ordered fromgusition on the floor. “I want to
see you naked.”

“l thought you were going to undress me,” she pouted.
“I have changed my mind. | want to watch you as you und@ssgIf.”

His desire for her was etched deeply in his expresSib@.wanted to make him mad for
her, as she had been for him earlier that morning. Sheed&im to be prepared to give
up the world to have her.

She pushed the straps of her shift off her shoulders antygpushed it down her body.
Her breasts bobbed free, her nipples already hard. @ #k&m in her hands, she leaned
forward, offering them to him. They were all his, o&her belonged to him tonight.

He crooked a finger at her. “Come over here.”

“Not yet.” There were still her drawers to go. Not ushie was totally naked, without
any artifice to hide herself, would she go to him.

The drawstrings that held her drawers together weredahdiut a short, sharp tug freed
them. She held them there for a moment, and thenedldiaem to drop. Bare as the day
she was born, she stood in front of him.

When he beckoned to her this time, she went willingligim, dropping down on the
cushions to join him. Her breasts were aching for hisitode must have heard their
silent plea, for he took them into his hands as he disse, kneading them until her
nipples were like tiny pebbles. Every caress sent shiversaifthrough her body, until
all her nerves were on fire. Though she had been irohipany for only a few minutes,
she was already wet and ready for him. He could fuckds¢raind hard right now, and
she would be with him all the way, just as she had bete field that morning.

But she knew he wasn't going to take her quickly tonights Would be no rushed and
hurried coupling, as when they’'d desperately slaked eachstigds so that they
would not be discovered tumbling in the grass. He would prdlomg@leasure, drawing
out their lovemaking until she was senseless with need.

“Lie there,” he instructed her, as he stood up in his tiNaw you may watch me.”

She could only lie back on the cushions as he undressedrfqust as she had for him.
First his embroidered slippers, and then his djellebahdlbeled robe he wore. He pushed
his trousers and his drawers over his lean hips in oreerflovement, and whipped his
shirt over his head.



His skin was a rich brown, tanned to a deep chocolatesoforearms. Even his cock,
standing up stiff and proud, was brown, though the headhwlask pink. His thighs were
hard and muscular, and his buttocks taut and firm. Everhbst and stomach rippled
with muscles.

She ran her hand over her own chest and down to Hgr Wélere she was soft, he was
hard. Where he was firm, she was yielding.

Almost of its own volition, her hand crept lower togée in the curls of her pussy. That
was where he was the hardest, and where she was th&t s8fte spread her thighs apart
and dipped her finger between them to touch her folds. Hertouch sent a bolt of
desire through her whole body. She wanted his hand ahérer, she wanted that proud
brown cock pushing into her, filling her up with its thickdém

She arched her back so he could see her better, andehitbrate provocation slipped
one of her own fingers inside her pussy.

“That is my job,” he growled at her, as he dropped to hee&rbetween her legs. “l am
the only one who should be putting my fingers in your pussyonly one who should
taste your sweetness, the only one to thrust my coakeirysiu and fill you with my
come.”

His words were making her hotter than ever. She wdntado do all that to her—and
more. Whatever he did to her tonight would make her stkeith pleasure. She allowed
him to pull her hand away, her finger dripping with her wetrf@3sen taste me. Come
inside me. Take me.”

“You are too impatient,” he said, as he moved his hetddas her thighs. “I need to
make up for my haste this morning. Tonight | will savomrgwech of you, not gulp you
down as if | were starving.”

True to his word, he started to taste her. She araelack and screamed as he flicked
over her sensitive folds with his tongue. The tickling aéios was almost too much for
her to bear, and she writhed on the floor, not susbhdfwas trying to escape him or to
beg for more.

He lifted his head for a moment, allowing her to catehbreath. “Do you want to taste
me, too?”

She nodded, suddenly filled with a longing to have his cobleirmouth, to feel its
ridges with her tongue, to lick all over the sensitivedhea

He scooted around on the floor until he was lying overhigrface still buried in her
pussy, but his cock now tantalizingly close to her mostte leaned up and licked the tip
of it, where a tiny drop of come was seeping out. Hedaslightly salty, as if he had
been swimming in the ocean.



At the flick of her tongue on him, he gave a groan and lesvermself down on top of
her so she could reach him better. She needed no urgaigetanore of him into her
mouth, and to suck on him until he groaned again.

His balls were hard and firm, almost completely reg@anto his body. Wanting to know
everything about him, she gave them an exploratory lick tpusee how sensitive they
were, and was rewarded by the redoubling of his own attention

She was so intent on discovering every inch of him thamnsade a noise of protest when
he finally pulled away from her.

“No more,” he said, “or | shall come in your mouth brefb even get to fuck you.”

She wondered what it would be like to have him lose cban fill her mouth with his
come. One of these days she would have to try it andsé@ot today. Tonight she was
as anxious as he was to have him inside her.

He got to his feet, took her in his arms and carriedrterhis bedroom. The bed was
turned back, the silk sheets glowing in the light of thweddes set around the room.
Sprinkled on the sheets were dozens of rose petaishdavy perfume filling the air. He
laid her down gently on the bed. “This is where you belolmg murmured, “naked and
covered in rose petals.”

The petals tickled her. Squirming, she brushed them awdedd out her arms to him.
“And you belong beside me. On top of me. Inside me.”

He joined her on the bed then, smoothing his handsh&reskin as though he had never
seen her before. She no longer wanted his gentleness—stezlviaan to possess her, to
make her his. She wanted him to fuck her hard and fastamol Iner with his ownership.

Squirming over onto her stomach, she got up on her hawdsn@es and thrust her
backside into the air. It was a wordless plea for tairthrust inside her, and to her relief,
it worked.

He knelt in between her legs, teasing her with fheftihis cock. Then, with one slow,
sure thrust, he entered her, pushing all the way insidehantilas buried to the hilt.

That was where he ought to be, where she needed him $hégently rocked forward
and backward on her elbows, loving the feeling of him burieg dieside her.

He did not let her set the tempo for long. Slowlyxombly, he pulled out of her, and
then surged in once more. Time after time he enteneditiea long, slow thrust,
pausing each time he was deep inside her to let her luximi#tte fullness of him, to let
her truly feel that he completed her.



All too soon, the tremors in her body built up to a peak. détgasm was approaching,
coming closer with every movement he made, unstoppable.

“Please,” she begged him, pushing against him, urging him toletéaster, deeper.
She could not take much more of this torment beforevehdd explode.

His pace quickened just a fraction, but it was enoughrid Ber over the edge. A hard
thrust, and she grabbed on to the head of the bed to si@ayf las her body came apart
in an explosion of sensation. She was flying, shefalisg, she was dissolving into a
thousand tiny fragments of herself. On and on it weett pussy contracting and
throbbing with delight, clutching him as if she never wantelét him go.

Driven by his own need, he thrust into her blindly, umtiljoined her in mutual pleasure,
his seed spilling out of him in a rush. He held there, paiser her, as they rode out
their passion. Then, with a sigh of utter satisfagtiee collapsed onto the bed and took
her into his arms, nuzzling his face into her neck wit kisses. “That is how a woman
should be loved. Not among the grass in the field.”

Louisa allowed her eyes to drift shut as she luxuriatéldereeling of being in his arms.
She had done it, she had become Khair Bey’'s mistress ofarefree will, and she could
not be sorry for it.

Some weeks later, Louisa sat by herself in the courtyatthing the water in the
fountain. The sound of it bubbling over the rim and falling ithe pool below soothed

her senses. The courtyard was her favorite part didhse, and this was her favorite part
of the courtyard, the place where she came to be atosit and think. The other women
preferred to gather on their rooftop terrace and sitarctioling breeze, drinking mint tea
and chattering, but as much as she had grown fond ofahesometimes she loved to
escape their company to sit by herself for a while.

Truthfully, her life in Morocco was not a bad one. K@y continued to spend the
mornings with her, but now he spent his nights with Bex@ll. Though her afternoons
were her own and she was free to sit with the othenevp learning how to spin and
weave beautiful cloth as they did, embroidering caftang-ethg, loose robes they
wore—or tending to the flowers in the courtyard gardhen,evenings and her nights
belonged to him.

Each evening he called for her to dine with him and she wwemhere he waited for her,
in his room decorated like a sultan’s palace. Each sigidtfought temptation and lost.
He did not demand—rather he asked, and that was her undoing.

Knowing that she could refuse him made it all the hat@lelo so. He made her want him
to the exclusion of everything else, even to the exclusider good sense. She was not
ignorant of what would come of her giving in to his sedurct{®ooner or later he would



plant a babe in her belly, and then all hope of leavimg Wweuld be gone forever. Even if
he freed her, she would have no choice but to remarapisve. England, and the
English way of life, would be lost to her.

Her weakness was what troubled her the most. If onlgshlel be strong and refuse to
be Khair Bey’'s mistress, then at least she would haveself-respect to comfort her in
her exile. But he could not even leave her with thatrébbed her of everything, leaving
her nothing that she could cling to for hope. Sometimedosfeel him so much, she
almost hated him.

The rest of the time, she knew she did not hate Wiat she felt for him was perilously
close to love. She listened for his footsteps on thesstand the sound of his knock on
the door that led to the women'’s quarters, asking for admisg/hen she was with him,
she could think of nothing but the feel of his arms aroundthertouch of his mouth on
hers, the weight of his body as it pressed againsHgewas like a drug to her, and she
craved him as an addict craves laudanum, caring for nothyomtehe next taste.

And as soon as her craving was temporarily satisfiedhatezl the need that she felt,
hated her dependence on a man who would not allow lherherself, and hated the way
she was stuck here in limbo. She was not a wife, senant. She had no duties or
cares, and nothing useful to do but while away the daytights. She was a guest in a
house that ought to be hers to command, but she was adbal@mmand it. She hated it
all until she saw him again, and was struck anew byraeing. Her fingers dabbled in
the cold water of the fountain. Though she loved Morottus,was no way to live.

“You are not happy here?” Unnoticed, Khair Bey's motred bome to sit beside her at
the fountain.

“You have been everything that is kind and welcoming,” Laueplied. Even despite her
embarrassing admissions on her arrival, Layla had ahvagated her with courtesy and
kindness, and lent her a sympathetic ear when shededed one.

“My son has not been so kind?”

“He, too, has been very kind. He does not treat me a=ptsse, but as a living,
breathing human being. | am grateful to him for that.”

“You have fallen in love with him, then? That is the @asyour unhappiness?”

Louisa shrugged, and to her horror, she felt her eyesitfilltears. “I don’t know what to
do.”

Layla patted her on the shoulder. “Let me tell you ayst&he fell silent then, for so
long that Louisa raised her head, wondering if the oldenan had forgotten what she
was about to say. In her eyes was a faraway look asegfa to speak. “There were
pirates all over the Barbary Coast when | was a gayirl. Slavers. They preyed on all



the shipping that went through the Strait of Gibraltaptaring the sailors and selling
them in the marketplace of Tunis. It got so bad thathaets were afraid for their men
and even more for their cargoes, so they sent memioélong with their fleets.

“But the pirates were bold and daring. When the ships fiee#t bt them, they turned to

easier prey. They sailed to Spain, to France, evaretodast of England. Unlike the big
merchant fleets, small seaside towns were unproteatddlaves were worth enough to
make the journey worth their while.

“l was born in Brittany, in a fishing village right on thater. When | was a young girl,
the slavers came, and | was taken and sold in the rpta&et A wealthy man bought me
for his harem, and in time | became his favored concudidebore him a son, Ithry.”

“You are a Frenchwoman?” She had wondered why Layla wasish lighter-skinned
than many of her countrywomen, and why her Englishyghspoken with a strong
accent, was so good. Knowing that the older woman hewl li@ught up in Brittany, just
across the channel from England, explained much that hateduzer.

“It has been a long while since | have thought of myse#raything but a Moroccan, but
yes, | was once a Frenchwoman. | have not seen mg gain since | was taken.
Sometimes | even forget that | was born a Frenchwothat | once played barefoot on
the beach in the sand and gathered shellfish for my diNoeacco, and the Moroccan
way of life, is all | have known for so long.”

“You never wanted to leave? To see your home and faagdyn?”

Layla shrugged, her face bitter remembering her grief. “Vehathe wants and wishes of
a favored concubine when set against her master’s dedtineg's father was a hard man,
and jealous of anything that belonged to him. He would neverdego.” Her voice
softened. “My son has done to you what his father diddgpdaspite my anger. | am
sorry for it.”

Louisa bowed her head. She wished she could argue, bebshklenot. Was it her fate to
spend the rest of her life in a foreign country, néeesee her family again, just as Khair
Bey’'s mother had suffered before her?

“But Ithry has done worse than his father ever did € %id a comforting hand on
Louisa’s arm. “He has deceived you. It was his men who yoakirom your ship, his
men who took you to the brothel and pretended to sell youslavery. And all of it
because his pride could not bear to be refused by the wienlad his heart set on.”

The words cut Louisa’s heart into ribbons. “Pretended ltongeinto slavery?” Was
everything a sham? Had he made her suffer for nothing?

With sudden clarity, she recalled the moment on thegship when she thought she had
seen Khair Bey at the wheel—the moment that she thaughtorne out of her



desperate desire for rescue. It had been him afterh@llh&d not imagined seeing him.
He had terrified her half out of her wits and put heodlgh the worst kind of torment, all
for the sake of his pride?

“Maybe he thought you would be grateful to him for rescuing fyom slavers. Maybe

he thought you would be more obedient to his dictatgsufthought you were a slave.
He captured you, that is true, but does that make yoadubj his whim?” She shook her
head vehemently. “No man, not even my son, hasghéto take a woman’s freedom,
not even if the law allows it.”

“Then | am free to leave here? To go home?” The lan¢p see England again, to be
among her own family—people who loved her and would ettaly her—was suddenly
so great that it made her double over in pain.

“Free?” The older woman gave an ugly laugh. “When i©ean ever free to do as she
pleases?”

“l have to remain here?” Her disappointment was bitteher tongue.

“My son wishes to marry you. You have seen the lenigghisas already gone to in order
to get you here. He will not let you go easily.”

“He wants to marry me? But he has never said anythingetdNt since Italy.” She
shook her head. The sun suddenly seemed blinding, and tha tleatourtyard stifling.
“l thought he had put aside that notion now that | amégandless of whether he weds
me or not. Are you quite sure he specifically mentionediage?”

“He introduced you to me on the first day he brought you asthe woman he was
going to marry. He would never have brought you here otkerwnot to live in the
same household as his own mother, and in the homeé bhest.”

Louisa felt sick to her stomach. “I cannot marry him.dées not deserve me.”

“No, he does not.” Layla looked as if she, too, was tess.

“He has taken away my freedom, deceived me, used me, aohel e hate myself for
loving him.”

“So you do love him, then?”
“When | do not hate him.”

The older woman heaved a sigh. “I knew how it would lbé he would not listen to my
warning. You must leave here, Louisa, both for his saklef@ your own.”



“I would if I could, but where would | go? How would | get teé@ | know so little of the
country, and nothing of the language. And | have no monelgingogéven to barter for
my passage home.”

Layla took one of Louisa’s hands in her own. “Let @leetcare of that. | hoped my son
would be honest with you. | hoped you would come to lovedsrhe loves you, but it is
not to be. You are not happy here. | have waited lorgar It should have. My son has
done you a great wrong, and | will right it if | can.”

“He will be very angry if you help me.”

“That is my problem, do not worry yourself. Tomorrow maog, early, | will have a man
waiting for you by the stables. He is a good man and aki# tyou to the coast and pay
for your passage back to England.”

She would never forget the older woman’s kindness. “Tlyank How can | ever repay
you?”

A sad smile lightened her features. “Think of my son kindhen you are gone. His
pride has driven him to behave like this. Truly, he is Nedé man, just a foolish one, as
all men are foolish sometimes.”

The first gray of dawn was just lightening the sky whenika sneaked out of the house
and made her way over the bare ground to the stablestdpiped for a moment while
her eyes adjusted to the deeper darkness inside the baas. il quiet, with only a faint
rustling and the noise of the horses’ breathing to breakitbince.

There was no sign yet of the servant who Layla hathjged would come to assist her,
but she was reluctant to wait for him. Delaying her depamgant that she ran the risk
of being discovered. Now that she knew the full extétthair Bey’'s deception, she
would attempt the journey alone rather than remaiervitside. Layla had given her
enough money to hire a guide to the coast and pay foatad carry her to England.

Stepping softly, she made her way down the row of stalihe stall closest to the door
she could make out the silhouette of Khair Bey’'s blackata She thought for a
moment about letting him out into the courtyard to sloy pursuit that might follow
her, but she could not bring herself to do it. He whsautiful horse, and she would
never forgive herself if he was damaged on her account.

A few stalls farther down, she found what she was lupkir—the sweet-tempered
chestnut mare Khair Bey had taught her to ride on. Tdre mvas not the fastest horse in
the stable, but she was easily managed, and Louisaowasvery confident
horsewoman. After slipping a bridle over Zahra's heshe, unbolted the stall and led the
animal out.



A saddle would make her riding easier, but she did na# tfee time to heft up a saddle
and fasten the girth tight enough that she could bedfuret falling off. Instead, she
grabbed a couple of thick woolen blankets and threw themtbgenare’s back. Though
they would not stay on if she were to kick the mare antast trot, they would cushion
her bottom as well as a saddle. She was not corbferdmough on horseback that she
was planning to trot much anyway. Surprise, not speed, wouldrideket to freedom. If
Khair Bey thought he had broken her spirit, he would dowhout she was made of
stronger stuff than he ever suspected.

A shadow detached itself from the side of the stable.sBppressed a scream of fright.
“Who are you?” she asked, her voice quivering. She hopeasithe man that Layla had
promised to send, and not one of Khair Bey’s spidsh#ir Bey had somehow found out
her plan and sent someone to stop her, she would theself into the river rather than
tamely submit.

“Layla send me,” he explained to her in broken English.

She looked at the speaker and blinked. “You are one of thgetid? Khair Bey is your
lord? And yet you would help me run away?”

He merely shook his head in reply. “Come.”

The day was getting lighter by the second. She wasunetghether her guide was
trustworthy, but if she was going to leave, she must dogo n

She could not stay. As much as she hated to run awayKiair Bey without telling

him, she had no other choice. In Italy she had been tatbshim about her reasons for
leaving, and he had only pretended to let her go. His cosaplee had been nothing but a
sham. The only thing left for her to do was to run, and hbpesuld throw him off her
scent for long enough to get away from him for good.

She pulled herself up onto the pile of blankets that seasdwr saddle and kicked the
horse into motion. Her escort swung onto the back afallslonkey waiting patiently in
the yard, and that Louisa had not noticed until now. Tagethey rode out toward the
hills that led to the coast.

Louisa did not look back at the walls of the village betnadas she rode away. Khair
Bey lay sleeping, unaware of her departure, not knowing dhéaéila her in his arms for
the last time.

Tears ran down her cheeks as she rode away from Wy, faom the only man she had
ever loved. She could not look back. She was afraidéaat vould break.



Ithry Khair knocked eagerly on the door that led to the es@mapartments. Last night,
for the first time since they had reached a new actauisa had declined his request to
dine in his company and spend the night with him, citing exwmtroubles as her excuse,
and then she had elected to stay indoors all this mornwwglgsnstead of going walking
with him.

Disappointed twice in a row, he had kept busy out in tive groves seeing to his men
since early morning, and he had missed her company. Surelyosifee vot refuse him
two nights in a row. He would not allow her to refuse.Hiven if she were not in the
mood for love, they could still dine together, and headwlld her in his arms as they
slept. He would ask no more of her than that.

His mother came to answer his summons, waving him in tegheious communal area.
A smile broke over his face at the invitation to entdrich he had not received ever
since he had brought Louisa to his home. Clearly his ensthesentment toward him
was weakening. He was her only son, and he’d known shd notihurse her anger with
him for very long.

He looked around eagerly for Louisa, but she was nowhesight. “Where is Louisa?”
His mother lifted her eyebrows. “Are you so impatienbe out of my company?”

He offered up a shamefaced smile. “My apologies, motlamn eager to see her, that is
all. She was not in the mood for my company last nigihd | find that | miss her.”

“Then | am very much afraid that you will not be ded with the news | have to tell of
her. She left today.” If anything, his mother soundedg@dat the blow she was dealing
him.

“What do you mean, she left? Where is she? Whereheagme?”

“She expressed a desire to return to her family in Edglihnvas a natural enough
request to make. | saw no reason to refuse her.”

No wonder his mother had forgiven him for capturing Louiav that she was gone
beyond his reach. “You helped her to escape.”

“Was this riad to be her home, or to be her prison?”duestion cut him like a whip.
“You helped her.”

“She was determined to go. | saw that she was protectdamay.”

The news struck him with the force of a bullet betwineneyes. She had gone. Louisa,

his woman, his bride, had left him. She had chosen to gwenything he offered her and
run away like a thief in the night, as though he meant mgtia her—less than nothing.



And his own mother had helped her on her way. “I willareforgive you for your
betrayal.”

“I have been a woman longer than | have been a mb#her replied staunchly, holding
her ground against his fury. “I could not stand by and searteppy.”

He put his head in his hands so his mother could not selesbéation in his face. “How
could she be unhappy? She had everything that a woman cautld \gave her
everything.”

“Everything except her freedom.” She laid a pitying handhisrhead, as if he were ten
years old again and was crying over a broken toy. “Iretite that was all that mattered
to her.”

Nine

Louisa sat upright on the straight-backed chair, her hixadisd primly in her lap. Her
high-necked gray gown was practically buttoned up to her ahohher hair was dressed
in a severe chignon. Her smile, as false as thegstfi pearls she wore around her neck,
was wearing thin. Never, even as a hired nursemaid, leaf@slso ill at ease in company
before.

Caroline and Beatrice did their best, but her sistenddmot always be by her side, and
as soon as she was alone, the vultures descended oree m

The women were not so bad; though some of them lookeda@ska her and made
audible comments about her loose morals, most of tiemra content to leave her in
peace. It was the men who caused her the most grief.

Despite the deliberate plainness and severity of her dresgmed every disreputable
man in the district had heard rumors of her time sppettite harem of a powerful bey in
Morocco, and they were eager to try their own luck \wéh

None of them offered to lead her out onto the dance-flehe was not the sort of
respectable young woman with whom they could dance. ©Heirs were far more direct
and made with little pretense of politeness. Mr. Anbitg offered to show her around
the conservatory that, he pronounced with a smarmyweses quite unlit at this time of
the evening. Mr. Convers, who was married and had a lafoddldren, whispered in
her ear an invitation to take her to a music hall khiaat not even been vaguely
respectable for years. Mr. Fibberts, an acknowledged offkeeed her the post of
governess in his household, though he had only one childfart of just a few weeks
old.

Eventually she had endured enough of such unsubtle attenwpd® toer. She had
suffered through an evening in company—surely that would deginto salve
Caroline’s conscience and silence those who might adeerssisters of doing too little to



integrate her back into society. No one could accuseftieying to hide out in the
country and avoid the local gentry. She had outfaced #iifior several hours and she
was weary of the effort.

Rising from her chair, she sidled out the closest dodmoato the balcony, shutting the
door behind her. What a relief it was to be away froendbying atmosphere of the
drawing room, even though the outside air was cold and dachmade her cough. The
air in Morocco had been so much warmer and drier thaas here in England. The
nighttime air there had not caught in her lungs asithéid here, even during the day.
She had not felt perfectly well ever since she had gaiteboard the leaky tub that had
carried her away from the heat and color of Moroau lzack to the cold, gray shores of
England.

She took out her handkerchief to muffle the noise otheaghing. The last thing she
wanted was to draw any unwelcome attention out heteeipe¢aceful garden. She had
suffered more than enough of that inside.

Late-blooming roses carried their faint scent throughstill evening air. Leaning against
the balcony, she inhaled deeply, trying not to cough agatheacold air penetrated her
lungs. She’d always loved the smell of roses. They gnesvywhere in Morocco, for
distilling into rose water for use in their perfumesl amtheir delicious sweets. It had
been one of the things she had loved best about living.thee glorious perfumes, the
spices, the heat...

And Khair Bey, she reminded herself with a little shakeair Bey, who had
manipulated her and lied to her in the worst possible Whagir Bey, who had tricked her
into thinking she was his slave, who had made her hisesgstwith no compunction and
no remorse. Even if the rest of Morocco was peopled angels, they could not make
amends for his wickedness.

No, England was her home, not Morocco. She would haledome accustomed to her
own country once more, and stop this foolish longingafptace where she did not
belong—where she would never belong.

The sound of quiet footsteps on the balcony was the omlyingashe got that she was no
longer alone. Resolutely, she kept her back turned totheler, hoping he would get
the message that she wanted to be left alone.

He didn’t take the hint. Coming up closely behind her, heqad one arm on either side
of her, pinning her to the balcony with the weight oftiesly. His breath, stinking of port
wine and brandy, was hot on her neck. “Ah ha, sovéltaught the elusive Miss
Clemens at last,” he said with a throaty chuckleh@ught | would never get the chance
to find you alone, and that some other man would beat e tprize.”

She twisted her head around to face her attacker. UglasiiMr. Capill who had collared
her, a middle-aged gentleman with a red face and a pdluathme go,” she said calmly,



though she was feeling far from calm. His bulk intimidater and crowded her, and she
found it hard to breathe.

“There’s no need to be so hoity-toity with me,” hedsanoving one of his hands to paw
at her breasts. “Not when | know where you've beenvemat you've been doing while
you were there.”

“I have been a nursery maid in Italy,” she said stoutlshing his hand away firmly. “It
was a respectable position with a respectable familgr’dtay in Khair Bey’s casbah
was nobody’s business but her own, and all she wantedonfarget it as soon as she
could. It certainly was none of Mr. Capill's business.

“That’s not all you were doing, though, was it, dearid@’bent his head and nuzzled fat,
wet lips on her neck. “You were in a harem in Morodbe, plaything of a Moroccan
prince, until he tired of you. Did you learn all the kdaf the harem women while you
were there? What did they teach you? Did they give ymedancy new Eastern tricks
to share? Did you learn how to make a man faint witaglre in your arms?”

The time for politeness was passed. He would not leavaldwe. Louisa drew back her
elbow and jabbed it sharply into his gut as hard as she ¢@hlat is no excuse for you
to behave as if | were a loose woman. | am a redpledeanglishwoman, and no man’s
toy. | was not his, and | am certainly not yours.”

He gave a grunt of pain and stumbled to his knees. “Yotrgamd put a brave face on
it, but everyone knows you were nothing more than angilut for a dirty foreigner,”

he spat as he clambered to his feet again, winded by tle‘tMou ought to be grateful
that an Englishman is prepared to take you to his bed aftalt letting a foreigner
meddle with you. Most people would be too finicky to take ga, even as a bought-and-
paid-for mistress, but I've always had a taste foretkattic. | like to sample everything on
offer, no matter where it's been before me.”

His words cut into her like a knife. Was this what theyught of her, these English
people who had come bearing false words of sympathy fasrbdeal, meanwhile
pumping her for every last detail of harem life? Thatwhe irredeemably spoiled
goods—easy pickings for any man prepared to overlook herraaliaith a foreigner?

With a look of pure disdain, she left him still breathingWily with pain on the balcony
and went back inside, her appetite for revelry complaejehe. All she wanted to do was
go home and lick her wounds in private. Morocco might neg teeen her home, but it
seemed that England was even less so.

Beatrice clearly had been looking for her. She hurriet to Louisa’s side as soon as
she caught sight of her. “You are pale. Are you feelinlifAve

“I am tired.” Louisa explained her paleness with a coresa excuse. There was no point
in letting Beatrice know just how badly Mr. Capiidhmade her feel. Though younger



than her by more than a year, Beatrice had always heefiercest protector and her
champion.

Mr. Capill surely would not be the last to propositier so openly. At least he had the
courage, or the lack of tact, to put into words what ewggyelse in her acquaintance was
surely thinking. They despised her for her amour with KBay, when in truth, he was
worth twenty of any of them. Though he had lied to herlagtrayed her, he treated his
own people with love and affection. He would never turaoy of his people with such
viciousness, whatever they had done.

Beatrice pressed her hand warmly. “l, too, am tired @cdmpany. | will find Caroline
and her husband and ask them to bring the carriage arohh@dwgy.”

Louisa smiled gratefully at her sister. Beatrice hachgé cared for her, ever since she
was tiny. Thankfully there were still a few peopleEingland who loved her and wished
her well.

Khair Bey stood on the ramparts of the wall surroundisgriiage and looked out
toward the horizon—toward the coast, where his Lowsshdet sail three weeks and five
days ago. In his fervor he had pursued her that far, oristover she had found
passage on a boat to England that had departed only a Gesvbdedore. She had left him,
betrayed him, and he was desolate without her. His haehho flavor and no water
could quench his thirst. Without Louisa beside him, the hofis childhood felt like

the house of a stranger, and the land of his fathers isggpadoarren, desolate desert.

He clenched his fists together so tightly that hissndulg into his palms. His craving for
her was a weakness that he needed to expel. It clouded$snd dulled his mind,
made him heavy when he ought to be light, and poisoned hindesbair.

It was nothing but callow foolishness to hanker after mammwho cared nothing for
him, to waste his soul with regrets and blight his lifthwvanting. He had loved her, but
she had run from him. He should expunge her from his lifathtessly as she had done
with him. Only when he had utterly forgotten her—the soungeofvoice, the feeling of
her body against him, the light in her eyes, and thkigpaf her smile—would he be
himself again.

But even though each memory of her tormented him beyaarihige he could not forget.

His mother came up behind him, almost noiselessly onlibpesed feet. “If you truly
love her, you should go after her. It is not too late.”

“Were it not for you, there would be no need,” he reminaedcruelly. “You took her
from me.”



“Her unhappiness was not of my doing. Once she knew ttiedfiner capture, she did
not want to stay.”

Sometimes, on a clear day, he could almost see theobline ocean from here, and smell
the salt on the air. “Then what is the point ofdaling? So she can reject me again?” It
hurt enough to be rejected once. If she were to turbdmek on him a second time, he
was not sure he could survive the blow. “A man has his fride

His mother’s sigh disappeared into the wind. “A manltave too much pride when it
interferes with what he really wants. Put aside ywide for once, my son, or you will
doom yourself to a life of regret.”

The plains in front of him were well tended—the olive $reere laden with fruit and the
wheat had grown high. The harvest would be good agaigehis and he along with his
entire village would prosper. But none of it meant anythinigim anymore. What use
was wealth if he had no one to spend it on? He wouldigaleaway if only Louisa
would come back to him. “If she had wanted me, she would $stayed. Now that she is
in England with her family, what hope do | have ahbmg her back here? I can offer
her nothing that she wants. There is nothing to tempbdek to me.”

“You can offer her your love.”
“To have her spit it back in my face? | do not think so.”

Layla sat down by his side on a bench built into timeparts and gazed down at the
plains. The sun beat down on their backs and sent shisnof hazy heat dancing over
the fields of wheat. “She is in love with you, you knbshe said softly. “I suspect she is
missing you quite as badly as you are missing her.”

“Her actions would suggest otherwise,” he said acerbic@llymen, even his mother,
could be such fools, believing what they wanted to beliet®rahan the truth that was
staring them in the face. If Louisa had felt anythingllafor him, she would not have
left.

“She told me so,” his mother’s voice was imbued witmsad, “the night before she
left.”

It hurt him too much to hear it, to think that she coulelbim and yet leave him
anyway. If she had loved him enough, she would have stayed.W8&s lying.”

“l do not think so. She loves you, but she hated herselb¥ing you. Being your
mistress—and not your wife—cheapened her in her own Eyes as she took great
pleasure in lying with you, she hated herself for heryengnt.”

“I would have married her if she had stayed. From théenb@gg | meant to have her as
my wife. | never would have brought her here otherwise.”



His mother sighed deeply. “You should have married h&aip. That would have been
easier on both of you.”

He shook his head in silence. Louisa would never havehmedhen, even if he had
pushed the matter. Morocco had been a mystery to heraheéishe had known nothing
of the life she would lead as his wife. It would haverbagking too much of her to leap
into the unknown with a man she barely knew.

“She wants to love you, but in a way that will alloer o love herself, too.” She stood
up and put her arm around his shoulders. “That is all shisn¥eu can give her that, if
you choose to.”

His mother’'s embrace removed some of the sadnasshi®soul. Maybe she knew
Louisa better than he did. Maybe there was still hope-ayater make things right.

“There is always hope.” She spoke as if she had readbtliats plaguing his mind. “Go
after her, son. Tell her that you are miserable witlheut that the sun does not shine on
you when she is gone. Let her know that you were wrongke away her freedom, and
that you will never do so again. Then she will come to yallingly, and she will truly

be your woman.”

Louisa sat in the parlor staring silently out at thater. Beatrice had been obliged to
return to London where she was training to become a atiSe Thomas’s Hospital, and
her departure had left Louisa dull and depressed. She nissgdunger sister so much
that she would almost be tempted to join her in henitrgj but the mere thought of
having to mop up blood and empty bedpans made her ill.

It was raining again, and the sky was a deep, sullen gheyagh it was barely four in the
afternoon, Caroline had already lit the gas lamps totipem enough light to see by.

The trees along the avenue were bowed down from thethain leaves and branches
drooping, and water dripping off them as if they were wageplhe front lawn where the
children played had all but disappeared into a morass ofanddhe wooden garden
benches were so waterlogged that a fragile layer ohgreess had started to creep over
every surface.

She coughed in a desultory fashion, barely having the ynesged to clear the damp
from her lungs. It was at times like this that sheseisMorocco most: the heat and the
dust that seemed to get everywhere, into every crevicerandy, no matter how you
wrapped yourself up against it; the bright sunshine overltre groves; and the cool
water of the river at the bottom of the valley.

A gardener squelched past the window in a pair of sturdy bloistfootsteps leaving
great sinkholes in the mud. A great sigh escaped hkee aidght. She did not know how



Caroline managed to keep her good health, or her spirgsich an evil climate as
England possessed.

Caroline laid down her pen and pushed her account books ‘&deare not happy back
in England.”

Louisa shook her head, but not with any great enthusiBisenpatter of the rain on the
roof beat out an insistent rhythm that seemed as thowglultd never leave her in peace
again. “l am very glad to see all my family again. sseid you all.”

“But you do not like England, nonetheless.”

“The sky is so gray,” she admitted. “It is alwaysudy and it rains so often.” She
shuddered and drew her shawl even more tightly aroundchbalders. Though a fire
burned brightly in the fireplace, sparking and hissing awegyslabs of pine piled in the
grate provided little warmth. She had not been warm fopment since she had set foot
on the shore. “I had forgotten how cold it can be hetatenautumn.”

“You are spoiled from your time in Italy. The weatherfar has been unseasonably
mild.”

“Maybe | have been.” She sighed. It was not Italy she pining for, but the blue skies
and warm sun of Morocco. Even as a captive in Morasioe had known more happiness
than as a free woman in England.

Khair Bey had been fond of her and had looked after hitrWhy hadn’t that been
enough for her? Why had she resolved to throw all steway because she did not
have everything she wanted?

Was her freedom worth that much to her? Or was hend@mréh more?

At the first sting of betrayal, she had left him with thought of ever returning. But now
she missed his presence by her side, she missed the vedimgHaughter, the kindness
of his touch. She missed lying beside him at night, a tlkircgverlet all that was needed
to keep off the cool night air. Worst of all, she miskedkisses, the touch of his hands
on her body, and the thickness of him as he pressed msid& was shameless of her,
she knew, but she missed her lover.

Caroline took her by the hand. “If you miss him that mlicuisa,” she said firmly, “you
should go back to him. Life is not worth living withobetman you love by your side. |
almost lost Dominic before | realized that truth.”

“He bought and sold me as if | were nothing, as if | didhave a soul. How can |
forgive him for that?”



“Didn’t Dominic do the same with me?” Caroline smiledrémembrance. “I gave myself
to him for the price of being rescued from the workhousgidihot stop me from falling
in love with him—or him with me. And now | am a resp&t¢amarried woman with a
house in the country, as if | had never been Domimg&ress before | became his
wife.”

“Dominic is in love with you.” Even after so many ye#wgether, it was plain that he
still doted on his wife, and she on him. She envied the haggpthey had found together.
“He won you, even though all seemed lost.”

“You ran away from Ithry Khair to regain your freedorhgr sister reminded her. “Isn’t
it possible that he, too, is feeling hurt and betrayed?”

“You are on his side. You think | should forgive him for wha did to me?” She pulled
away from her sister and strode over to the windowak raining again, as it always was
in England. Oh, how she longed to feel the sun orfideer once more. She hated this
country with a passion. “It was unforgivable. Even ifwere to crawl to me on his hands
and knees begging for forgiveness, | could not grant itnto”hi

“Do not twist my words. | know he is unworthy of youdalnam on no one’s side but the
side of happiness. | see you pining away, hardly eatinigjngearound with a face as
long as one of my basset hounds. | would welcome the kiievslelf if he would make
you smile again.”

Louisa stared out of the window, watching a drop of agiit shimmered down a branch
and then fell with a plop onto a puddle of water on theejea driveway. “I left him
without a word, without even a note to tell him whehadl gone, or why. It was wrong
of me.” The wind whistled hollowly around the edge of tbade, echoing the desolation
of her thoughts.

“If I could go back to him not as a slave but as a free amrhwould return to him in a
heartbeat.” Her voice faded into a tiny murmur. “I wowdtlrn even as his captive, if he
would have me no other way.” There, she had confessatbdpest shame in her soul.
She would rather be Ithry Khair’s captive than the wifany other man in
Christendom—or out of it.

“Go to him then,” Caroline counseled her, coming up behind Landgputting an arm
around her shoulder. “Tell him so. If he loves you tumne, he will welcome you back
with open arms.”

“And if he does not want me?” She could not speak abovi@sper. It was her most
secret fear that in her absence he had found anotheamvto take to his bed, another
woman to love. She would rather die at once thandedfavith his infidelity. “What if he
has found another woman? One who will not demand madnerofhan he is willing to
give? One who will forgive him when he wrongs her?”



“Are you willing to take that chance? Or would you ratinex with your regrets for the
rest of your life?”

“But what if | am too late?” she wailed. “What shatld then?”

Caroline grimaced at the thought. “If your Moroccan prinas found another woman,
then, somehow or other, you will have to make your pegtteEngland.”

Louisa watched another drop of rain run down the windomep@here really was no
choice to be made. She could return to Morocco and takarece on life, or stay in
England and die.

Just a few days later, Louisa sat on the train taddria small portmanteau at her feet
and the weight of England off her shoulders. In thening, at Avonmouth Docks in the
Port of Bristol, a steamship that plied the route betvibere and Morocco was due to
arrive. As soon as she got to Bristol, she would puechasself a ticket. When the
steamship left England, she would be on board.

Even the thought of the impending sea voyage could nohelirexcitement. She was
going home.

By the time the train pulled into the station at &xisit was too late to do anything but
hail a cab to take her to a quiet hotel.

Early the next morning, she made her way to the doeks, though the steamer was not
expected until midday. Although a young clerk at the steantstmpany had booked her
a passage, she would not risk having her journey to Morocagetkby relying solely on
his word that there would be a cabin free for her. Steatodvlorocco were infrequent
enough that she did not want to miss the sailing.

With his spotty face and trousers that did not quite reéachnkles, the clerk did not look
above sixteen years of age. She had even hesitatettustdnm with her money. It was
imperative that she speak with the captain as sooe agifred in order to confirm her
passage.

Right at midday, the steamship arrived as scheduled. &hehmarvel at the precision
of the engineering that removed the vagaries of weather their schedule—vagaries
often suffered by sailing ships.

Standing on the dock, she joined the bustling crowd trthghthered to watch the
newfangled steamer come into port. Around her, fell@awvelers and well-wishers
mingled with traders, gawkers, and locals touting accomtimdgdood, and other

services that sailors and visitors seek while in port.



There was a sense of excitement as the ship cangsaenwith burly wharfies handling
the heavy ropes, tying the vessel to the large yelloNaradls that lined the edge of the
dock. Finally, the gangway was lowered from the ship, badrany travelers jostled
their way down the steep stairway, eager to be of§kie after the days at sea. Some
faces were still tinged with green. Louisa watched tdesambark with empathy; she
liked the sea no more than they.

Mostly men, they wore hats that were a symbol eirtblass. Poorer men wore flat caps
and sailors wore woolen caps, while the more well-t@elatlemen wore top hats—all
were the same dreary black or dark gray. No color abatlhing to stand out in this dull,
dreary country.

Then at the top of the gangway appeared a splash of twdoorightness of a red fez
worn by a Moroccan man. She couldn’t help but smilbe@temory. How she loved the
warmth and color, the life of her adopted country.

The man in the red fez turned toward her as he stradetlmngangway. Her heart
seemed to stop in her chest, her breath caught imteatt and for a moment she thought
she would faint. As the wearer of the fez strode dowrgingway and out of the
shadows, the unmistakable face of Ithry Khair was revealde noon light.

On its own volition, her body started moving toward tb#dim of the gangway, and she
elbowed her way relentlessly through the crowds. Sdemface had brought back so
many happy memories: warm sunshine and spicy food,ig&etlconversation, and his
strong hands caressing her body. Her heart was racihgheithought of being in his
arms again.

Eventually, her progress was blocked by the throngs diattem of the gangway, as the
weary travelers clashed head-on with their welcominggsarShe could get no closer to
him until he came to her.

She paused in the middle of the crowd, suddenly assailedelayfal doubt. What was
she thinking? What if he was here for business, and hacbnee for her? What would
she say? Should she hide in the anonymity of the crowds?

No, her heart would not allow her to retreat. She didel brave and fight for what she
wanted. And what she wanted most of all was him.

With renewed strength she continued on, forcing her Wayatst short distance to the
gangway, terrified now that she would miss him in thdimgilcrowd. If she were to lose
him in this melee, she would never find him again.

Bursting out from between two large portly men, she reéd¢he bottom of the gangway
just as Ithry stepped off. The surging crowds pushed therthegeas if willing them
with a mass consciousness to find each other once. mo



The two of them stood there among the sea of moving peBipéecould not speak, and
even if she could have forced words over the lump irttveat, she had no words to say.
She gazed mutely into his face, registering his surprisgdtonishment, and then the
growing delight in his eyes.

With the crowd still swirling around them, he put out dla@d and touched her on the
cheek, as if he could hardly trust the evidence of hisesenas though he did not believe
she was really standing there in front of him.

He smiled at her then, a smile that came from his §8uth beauty have | rarely seen in
thousands of miles of travel across oceans and distrasié,” he whispered. “I am captive
in your presence.” Then he dropped his bags and took hey amrhs, oblivious to the
curses of those around him.

Louisa nestled in his arms, her heart singing with jayalfy, she was where she
belonged. “And | am captive in yours.”

Arm in arm, they walked away from the docks, moving westwa@ndrd the hills of
Clifton that beckoned them with the promise of green.

He held her tightly, as if he feared to let her go. “H@wld you know to find me here?
My mother was the only one who knew | was coming tol&dj | told no one else, for
fear that | would fail in my mission and return home enrtEinded.”

She was still giddy with the shock of seeing him agdihawing her arm tucked into his,
of walking by his side. “I did not know you were on thetbdhad booked a passage on
it for myself.”

He stopped for a moment and looked into her eyes, fearibglieve her, searching her
face for the truth. “You were coming back to Morocco?kBacme?”

“I missed you,” she said simply.

“It is more than | deserve.” By now they had reachedrk, pasmall oasis of green in the
middle of the bustling port city. He led her to a parkdbenvhere they sat together, side
by side, his arm around her shoulders. Louisa nestledhim&de. He had brought the
warmth of Morocco to England with him, making even fo@gistol come alive with
sunshine.

His voice was low with shame when he spoke again.veheonged you, Louisa. And |
have come to confess to my failings and to beg your forgsseh

He was a proud man, and she knew the effort it must bast him to ask her pardon.
She reached out and stroked his cheek with the back bahdr “You do not need to.”



“I wronged you far more than | wanted to admit to mysétfu were happy in Italy, and |
pursued you relentlessly. My only excuse, and a feeble exowas, was that | wanted
you too much to leave you be. | made your position thenencomfortable that you had
to leave.”

“I would have had to leave soon anyway,” Louisa remindeddently. “The girls no
longer needed a nursemaid.”

He shook his head at her attempt to reassure him. “Yokirater to me than | deserve.
You have always been kinder to me than | deserve. Etien wou made your wishes
clear by running away from me, | had my men pursue your shipede you captive. |
led you to believe that you were a slave, and that ytmnged to me. | took away your
freedom, you ability to determine your own fate.”

How could she have thought to live without him? “My fate watermined when | first
met you.” She could not be happy without this strong, proad beside her.

“I know that you value your freedom, Louisa, and you hayemvord that | will never
take it from you. But | have to know the truth—can thegeany place for me in your
life?” He stopped short and swallowed, before visiblglgtg himself to continue. “If
you say no, | will respect your decision. Even | czgarh from my mistakes. | will not
force you into something you do not want.”

“There will always be a place for you in my life.h&laid a hand on his chest to feel his
heart beat, knowing that it beat for her. “I love ythry.”

His heart jumped under her hand. “You really love me? d@uaot hold my foolishness
against me?”

“l have always loved you. And | have long forgiven any lyori did to me.”

He captured her glance with his, and truth sparkled tmghis dark eyes. “You will not
regret your decision, | promise you. | will make my ham&ngland, if that is what you
desire. Anywhere, as long as we can be together.”

She shuddered at the thought of having to stay in Englareevithvas so damp and
cold, and she felt so out of place and lonely. “Nogl&nd. Anywhere but England. |
have missed Morocco so much. | would like to go back théreywu.”

“You will come back with me to my homeland?”

She slipped her hand into his. “I thought you would never ask.”

With one fluid movement, he sank to one knee in frdiieo, ignoring the whistle of
amusement he received from a passing street urchin.€¢Tfenly one more thing | need



to make my happiness complete. Louisa, will you do médner of becoming my
wife?”

Before she could answer, he drew a small box from hakgiand flipped it open to
reveal a huge diamond solitaire. “I wanted to marry yackbn Italy, but | did not dare
to ask as | feared you would refuse me. | wanted to bind ymetfmrever, to possess
you without any risk to my pride. It was arrogant and féodiE me. But now | ask you,
with nothing but my love to recommend me, to marry me.”

Her fingers shaking, Louisa accepted the ring and alloweddptace it on her finger. “I
have always loved you, and | always will. You have girenthe gift of choice, and with
it, | choose you.”

A few days later, after a smooth sea voyage and buigdeyn the back of a donkey
across the hills of the Rif, they arrived back atKhair Bey’s casbah. Louisa rode into
the gates at his side, feeling as if she had finally camneeh

The women of the household were all waiting for therthecourtyard, smiles stretching
from ear to ear. At their entrance, the women kb into happy twittering and Layla
clasped Louisa in her arms with a joyous laugh. “You chaak with Ithry. | am so glad
for both of you. | so hoped you would come back.”

“How could I do otherwise?” Louisa spread her hand out tgairshe thin gold band
she wore on her finger. “A newly married bride cannosdéie her husband.”

“We did not want to linger in England, and | could nottwaiwed her until we returned
home,” Khair Bey explained. “I had the ship’s captain mas.”

“Then you are back to stay? Of your own free will.”

Louisa gave a smile that radiated all the joy shdrfdier heart. “Of my own free will |
am back to stay. Forever.”



