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She’s searching for love.

He’s searching for anything other than love.

Somehow, they might just be each other’s best match.
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For years Captain Anteros Bourbon—aka The Cobra—has eluded his father. He has dedicated his life to fighting the war against Napoleon by building his fleet of ships and sinking his enemy’s warships, although he hides a deadly secret. He is a lost Prince of Naples and Sicily, and now his father has found him and is demanding he marry and produce the required heir. Never will he take on a wife though, or expose her to his dangerous activities, so instead he devises a plan to make it appear to his father that he has wed. He enlists the aid of an English lady he trusts by asking her to speak false marriage vows with him. A winning plan for sure, one which should rid him of his father’s man spying on him.

Lady Olivia Trentbury has been infatuated with Anteros Bourbon since the first day she met him. He has aided her family in so many ways, and when he arrives on her doorstep asking if she’ll speak false marriage vows with him, she can’t turn him away. She takes all care when his father’s spy is near, although unfortunately the villain is intent on removing her from Anteros’s sight. The spy steals her away as his hostage aboard a ship bound for Sicily. Forced to survive treacherous waters as Anteros follows in hard pursuit, she discovers staying alive has never been more of a challenge.

Can Anteros capture his lady back before it’s too late?
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The British Museum, a year and a half earlier...
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Lady Olivia Trentbury rested one hand on the edge of the carriage window as the horses trotted up the promenade to the grand entrance of Montagu House. The coach swept around to the front and halted before the British Museum’s stately main entrance, the building rising two stories high with a protruding mansard roof. The patchy gray sky overhead didn’t deter her from alighting down the steps and onto the gravel driveway. No, not when she had an important meeting to attend, or she should say an important rendezvous with the most mysterious man she’d ever met.

A light misty rain fell and with her parasol raised, she hurried across the forecourt and inside the front door, her maid falling in behind her. Usually the sheer beauty of the paintings and exhibits had her enthralled for hours, but not today. Her mysterious man beckoned.

Following the curves of the wide winding staircase rising around the perimeter of the central saloon, she ascended to the second floor. She whisked through double doorways framed by elegant arches, passed several well-crafted displays where visitors stood in groups admiring the exhibits, then hurried onward. So many upper rooms.

Once she reached the far recesses of the museum and entered a shadowy corridor lined with a series of dusty marble statues, she slowed her pace and halted before a heavy wooden-paneled door. From her reticule swaying over her arm, she removed the missive Captain Anteros Bourbon had sent her and pressed it against the ruffled front of her long-sleeved lavender walking dress.

“Are you certain you wish to go in, my lady?” Concern clouded her maid’s eyes as the young woman waited behind her.

“Very certain.” She passed her reticule and parasol to Lucy. “Wait here for me.”

A dip of her maid’s head, her frilly white bonnet bobbing.

“She’ll be safe with the captain.” Giovani stepped out from the shadows and tipped his hat, his dark Italian looks making her maid squeak.

“Do not fear Giovani. He would never hurt either of us.” She squeezed her maid’s hand then stepped up to Giovani with a heartfelt smile. “Good morning. How is the captain this day?”

“Lady Olivia, piacere. It is always a pleasure to see you. The captain is well.” A suave catch of her gloved fingers, a kiss pressed to her knuckles and a scandalous wink too. Not unusual for the captain’s right-hand man. “It appears you received his letter last night,” Giovani murmured in a low drawl.

“Yes.” She cleared her throat. She’d gotten quite the shock when she’d retired to bed for the night and discovered the missive tucked underneath her pillow. “Did, ah, the captain deliver it himself?”

“Sì, of course.” A sinful smile as he eased back into the shadows. “Go and see him, my lady. The captain misses his angelo.”

“I shall, but make sure you don’t scare my maid again.” She opened the door and without any further hesitation, stepped inside the room which the captain had chosen for their meeting. A window allowed a touch of daylight in, dust motes catching in the muted rays, the specks swirling as she closed the door behind her. In the center of the room stood a large lifelike sculpture of Anteros, the Greek god of love and passion. Wings sprouted from the statue’s back, while a cloth lay draped for modesty over the sculpture’s shoulder and around his lower body, his chest exposed and muscles flexed as he held a bow with an arrow on the verge of being released. She wandered across to the beautiful piece, touched a finger to the statue’s curves and—

The captain’s chest brushed against her back, one of his hands discreetly settling on her hip. In her ear, he whispered, “You give your trust so easily, il mio bellissimo angelo.”

My beautiful angel. She loved it when he called her that.

“I give my trust to those who deserve it.” Swishing away, she carried on around the statue, her lavender skirts brushing the polished floorboards, the engraved locket at her neck swaying against the ruffled bodice of her gown. “Why have you called for this meeting, sir?”

“Straight to the point, as always.” He followed her, his black riding breeches tucked into knee-length boots polished to a high sheen, his hat shading the top half of his silky black hair, the collar of his superfine jacket sitting high and hiding the lower half of his face. He stopped in front of her, lifted the locket at her neck and slowly rubbed his thumb along the engraving of the cobra. “Why did you have my insignia etched upon your locket?”

“Your diamond earring is locked away inside this charm for safe keeping.” When she’d passed by the jeweler’s shop in town a week ago, it had seemed only right to request the locket housing his jewel be inscribed with his mark. That of the cobra, a venomous snake that could strike if others ever dared to enter its territory. Much like the man himself. He protected those he considered his, a category she’d now fallen into.

“I had Giovani give you my diamond earring so you knew the message he conveyed came directly from me.” Husky words, his gaze locked with hers. “At the time I was chasing a killer and couldn’t speak to you in person, the mission too dangerous.”

“You’ve now completed that mission.” A mission she was aware of since it had involved the captain keeping her sister and brother-in-law alive. Not wanting to return his diamond but knowing she should, she wet her lips and forced herself to ask the next question. “Would you like your diamond earring back?”

“Do you truly wish to return it?” His gaze softened, although the chiseled line of his jaw remained strong and firm. “Be honest with me.”

“Honestly, no.”

“Then you must keep it, and I will always know where to find it, adorning the neck of my angelo.” He went quiet, remaining silent for a long minute or two, the shadows in the room somehow clinging to him even though he stood directly before her in the muted light. “Why is it that you aren’t scared of the cobra?”

“If you mean you, then I’ll never be frightened of being in your presence. You make me feel safe, guarded and protected. You are the last person in the world who would ever hurt me.”

“You are one of the few people who do not fear me.”

“Well, I have seen who you truly are. Underneath your fierce and secretive countenance is a man who cares for those he is drawn to protect. I like him, very much.”

“We are opposites, you and I. Where I am fierce, you are gentle. Where I am secretive, you are completely open.” A soft caress of his finger over the engraving. “La tua bellezza risplende.”

“Pardon?” She always melted inside when he spoke Italian, or any of the other several languages she’d heard him utter. He spoke several languages with fluent ease, often intermingling Italian and Portuguese, Spanish and Sicilian.

“Your beauty shines forth.” Another rub over the engraving, his voice so deep and sultry as it rumbled around her. “So says the cobra.”

“Why have you called for this meeting, Captain?”

“Anteros.”

“My apologies. Anteros.”

“Desidero più tempo con te.” A wicked smile.

More Italian. It seemed he enjoyed remaining elusive, always slightly out of her reach, but his sapphire eyes emitted a heat that constantly unhinged her. He was even more handsome than Giovani, more darker, more powerfully strong, more of everything. “Which means what, pray tell?”

“I desire more time with you.” He stared at her mouth, his gaze going heavy, which made heat curl in her middle.

“You are a terrible flirt.” Which she tried to say with a scolding tone, but instead came out in a breathy whisper.

“You said you liked me, very much.” He removed his hat and tucked it under one arm, ran a hand through his midnight-black hair, the length sweeping his shoulders, the ends shimmering a vibrant blue, the exact same shade as his magnificent eyes.

“In the way of friendship.” Since this man had saved the lives of her loved ones, she owed him a great debt, one she intended on personally repaying. Perhaps that day had now arrived. “Is something wrong? Do you need my aid for some reason?”

“No, nothing is wrong.” He sauntered toward the window and leaned one shoulder against the polished wooden frame, his gaze on the extensive rear gardens beyond where visitors to the museum could wander about at their leisure. “I’m leaving for a while.” A sad, reflective tone.

“How long? Tucking his missive away in her pocket, she moved slowly toward him and gently touched his arm.

“I will miss you, mio angelo.” He continued to stare out the window.

“How long?”

“Three months.”

“Where are you going?”

“I have renewed my current contract with your English king and the Portuguese royal family. My entire fleet of warships are authorized to capture all merchant ships of French origin currently sailing into English or Portuguese waters along the seaward trade routes. I shall be blocking as much movement as possible made by Napoleon’s navy. I can’t allow the French to sneak past England’s defenses via the coastline.”

“Does that mean Adrestia will be leaving soon too?” His sister had become a close friend of hers this past month, a young woman who captained one of her brother’s vessels.

“My sister will be sailing The Decadence. I’ll be sailing The Cobra. We work best when we’re together.” He faced her, his gaze narrowing. “I wished to speak to you about a personal matter before I left. I have delved deeper into Baron Herbarth’s personal situation.”

Surprised and shocked, her mouth fell open. “I, why would you do such a thing?”

“Herbarth wishes to marry a lady who comes with a large dowry, just as you do.”

“The baron and I are friends, the same as you and I are, that is all.” She had only recently turned two and twenty, although her eldest brother, Winterly, would expect her to marry soon now that both her elder sisters had wed.

“You must take care around the Earl of Haverlocky too. This past year he has gambled a veritable fortune away and is now searching for more funds.”

“He is naught more than an acquaintance. Do not worry yourself over Lord Haverlocky.” The captain certainly knew how to source information for those who paid him well for it, which she wouldn’t put past her brother in having instigated. “Did Winterly hire you to uncover this information?”

“No, of course not.” He stuck his hat back on his head, tugged on the lapels of his jacket. “Do you believe in seers?”

“I’ve, ah, never had the pleasure of meeting one. Why the change in subject?”

“A seer once told me that you and I are destined to continually cross paths. Shira Ria is a wise old woman, an interfering one too.” A lift of his lips, his smile evidence he cared greatly for the seer. “Sometimes she states all sorts of strange things, but her words always ring true.” He cupped one of her cheeks, softly stroked his fingers back and forth. “I shall always be here to warn you away from any other men seeking to use you for their own gain. You and my sister have forged a strong friendship, while you and I have too. I guard and protect those I consider family.”

“I consider that an honor.” Unable to help herself, she rubbed her cheek into his palm. “I’ll miss you too, Anteros.”

“When I return, I shall come and see you.”

“Stay safe out on the water.”

“I always do.” He dipped in, kissed her forehead, then swept out the door.

He was gone. For three long months.

Her heart panged.
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The Bay of Algiers, Algiers, on board The Cobra, late 1811, eighteen months later...
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Captain Anteros Bourbon lowered his skiff over the side of his ship anchored in the night-shrouded waters of the Bay of Algiers. With his back to the coastline, he slipped his oars into the water and heaved, a black headdress veiling his face and a black robe covering his body. “I don’t want word spreading to my father that I’m here.”

“Provided we remain clear of your father’s spies, all should be well.” Giovani, his right-hand man, kept his gaze on the shoreline, his body robed and face covered just as his was, the night air hanging heavy and sticky with the heat of the desert flowing from the distant orange sandhills beyond the citadel.

“With all this unrest due to Napoleon, everyone is on edge. Father even more so.” Over his shoulder, lights glittered on land and he adjusted his direction with an extra turn of one oar. On course again, his destination the eastern end of the citadel’s fortified walls, he guided them toward land. This night, he would be visiting the seer, Shira Ria. Her wise counsel was needed during the immense unrest currently plaguing him. Thankfully, his ship where it remained at anchor, had now disappeared into the dark, which meant what he could no longer see, so too could no one else from the shore.

As the hull of the skiff scraped the sandy curve of the bay, he set the oars inside then splashed over the side into the knee-deep waters, Giovani bounding out on the other side.

Together, they gripped the bow and hauled it half up onto the shore.

Sliding his saber free, he snuck up the beach toward the outer wall which surrounded the city, his man at his side. The wall was built of stone and supported by arches, with a succession of cannons running the entire curved length of the city, the firepower used against those who might try to attack in the hope of taking the citadel for themselves. This stronghold sat at the edge of the desert, the Kasbah of Algiers emitting immense power under the governing rule of the almighty Dey. This city was a haven and a fortress holding mystery and sway, where the dark of night governed over the light of day, yet also a place where immense beauty could enchant the eye of the beholder.

Taking the covert route very few knew about, he and Giovani moved silently around the wall, then they dug their boots in deep as they climbed the sandy hill toward a secret gap in the stonework. No guard. Perfect. He stole inside, plastered himself to the inner wall, he and Giovani remaining shadows as they swept around the perimeter.

They ran in some places, ducked and dived about in others, then once they reached the main square of the marketplace where closed stalls and brightly colored tents were erected, he drew in the faint scent of the rich and spicy scents which still lingered from during the day.

As a boy, he’d visited this square often and reveled in the swarm of people and the bustling energy of the place. Treasures from around the east packed the marketplace, right alongside stolen goods from the west. Stall vendors would haggle with loud shouts and enticing offers, the merchants incredibly crude yet also transfixing to watch as they sought to sell their wares.

Near one closed stall, a parrot in a cage shrieked. Not helpful. Quickly, he scooped a forgotten slice of apple from the cobbles and tossed it to the bird to keep it quiet. The bird gobbled the treat while they rushed past.

He and Giovani continued through the city, then down a street where houses stood wall to wall in a mix of decorative pastel colors. Only one house beckoned him this night, the home belonging to Shira. Within the dark, he stole up to her red door and swiftly rapped as the gentle flutter of washing on the rope strung across the balconies overhead blew in the breeze.

Shira’s door creaked open and the seer appeared with a beaming smile, her wise eyes filled with unshed tears. With a whispered breath, she bade them inside, “Come in, come in, my emir. You mustn’t linger outside, not when your father’s spies constantly roam the streets.”

“We’ve taken great care thus far.” He stepped into the warmth of Shira’s home, Giovani closing the door behind them. After sweeping his headdress off, he grasped Shira’s warm and wrinkled hand then kissed her knuckles. “Peace be unto you, Shira.”

“As-salamu alaykum, my beloved boy.” She cupped his cheeks. “I have missed you.”

“As I have missed you.” He drew Shira into his arms, his next words heavy with emotion, “It has been far too long since my last visit. I apologize profusely.”

“I saw you would soon arrive and have waited up for you this night.” Shira squeezed him back, her bones frail but her hold incredibly tight. “You have brought Giovani with you, correct?”

“He certainly has.” Giovani removed his headdress and offered her a gallant bow. “Marhaba, Shira.”

“Marhaba, Giovani. Come and sit.” She released an excited murmur as she drew them both into her small blue parlor. “Knowing you would wish to have your fortunes read, I have already brewed one of my special coffees.”

“You know us too well.” He and Giovani eased down onto the low pillows spread around a short table where an oil lamp glowed underneath an earthenware dish propped on a wireframe above it. The heavenly scent of oriental spices wafted free, along with the rich fragrance of Shira’s special coffee from a coffee pot sitting to one side.

“Wait here. I have prepared food for you as well. You must eat with me.” Shira bustled off to her kitchen in the next room and soon returned with a tray holding three cups and a platter of cooked flatbread, stuffed dates, and dried fruits. She set the dishes down and served them each a cup of coffee before taking her own seat on a red and blue embroidered pillow across from them, her legs crossed. “Tell me, Anteros, what has been happening with you since your last visit. I am eager to hear more about your English lady.”

“She is currently being pursued by a suitor I don’t approve of.” Lord Haverlocky no longer chased after her, not when he’d paid a visit to the man and they now had an understanding, but Lord Herbarth was a different matter. The baron had managed to gain Olivia’s sympathy following the recent death of his mother. Three proposals she’d received from the baron so far, each one she’d thankfully turned down, but each proposal had only infuriated him more.

“In your eyes, no one will ever be good enough for her.” A knowing nod from Shira, the silver and gold bangles adorning her wrists jangling. “You should bring her to see me. In fact, I insist you do.”

“I can’t steal her away from England just so the two of you can meet.” Yet pure longing to do exactly that rushed forth.

“She is in need of a grand adventure, one only you can provide. Bring her to me as soon as you are able.” Shira sliced thin curls of cheese from a block of cheese and spread them over the warm flatbread, the cheese quickly melting into a gooey mess his mouth watered to taste.

“Ahh, Shira, I have surely missed your cooking.” Since there was no arguing with Shira, he instead helped himself to the savory flatbread. He moaned around a mouthful, the delicious and spicy flavors bouncing off his tongue.

“Eat as much as you please.” She beamed like a proud mother. “I don’t wish to see any of the food I’ve prepared this night to go to waste, and I can only eat so much.” She bustled away, then returned with a plate of nuts roasted in honey and dark carob powder. “Try some of these too. I made them especially for you and Giovani.”

Shira never prepared anything without great thought as to what she believed was needed for her guests. He scooped a handful of nuts and tossed them back. The texture and taste of the carob powder sprinkled on top zinged off his tongue, the rich sweetness of the carob the perfect balance against the saltiness of the nuts.

A kiss of his fingers in appreciation. “Delizioso, Shira. For what reason did you make these?”

“Carob heightens and boosts a man’s fertility.” He spluttered and Shira giggled like a little girl. “It will not hurt you and Giovani to increase the potency of your seed, yes?”

“I’m certain it will hurt since I don’t intend on fathering any children.” He pushed the platter of nuts closer to Giovani. “You need these far more than I do.”

“Sì, give them all to me. I want a wife who will give me plenty of bambini.” Giovani scooped the nuts and chewed with a grin.

“Come now, finish your coffee,” Shira advised. “It is time I read your fortune again, you too, Giovani. Who wishes to go first?”

“Giovani will.” Anteros needed another moment to calm himself after Shira’s declaration.

“Help me find the right woman, Shira.” Giovani passed his empty cup of coffee to Shira. “If you see any sign of her, you must tell me.”

“Let me see.” Shira spilled the remains of Giovani’s coffee onto a saucer and studied the markings she saw, her azure eyes glowing as she lifted her gaze to his man. “Giovani, you need to pay heed to my words. On the eve of the new year to come, the time will finally be right for you to embark on a journey across the seas with a woman who will unfortunately test your patience. Follow your heart. That is my advice. For if you do, she will be the right woman for you, the one who brings you great joy.”

“May I ask her name?” Giovani leaned closer, his curiosity clear to see.

“That I can’t disclose, not today, although she is your north star, your guiding light and will radiate warmth and compassion, intrigue and adventure too. Always keep her in your sight.”

“I shall do so.” Giovani squeezed Shira’s hand. “Thank you for your generous words of wisdom.”

“You are most welcome.” Shira turned to him and held out her hand for his cup. “Your turn, Anteros.”

“Be gentle with me.” He placed his cup in her hands. “No more talk of boosting my fertility.”

“We shall see.” She tipped the remains of his coffee onto his saucer and tapped her chin as she concentrated on the residual pattern before her. With her brow wrinkling, she lifted her gaze back to his. “Hmm, this is interesting. I see that you must set sail this very night and travel north. I’m afraid it’s about your father. You will meet him on the morrow, and when you do, you must be prepared to listen to him. He will insist on a change, altering your current course on a new pathway. If you do as he says, heartache will soon be yours. Instead, follow your instincts and your heart.”

“What will my instincts and heart say?”

“That your angel is the only one to aid you in your coming plight. Allow her to spread her wings and fly, then you too shall see her strengths arise.”

“I don’t want to involve Olivia in my life, or at least not any more than I’ve already done.”

“You were never meant to live a solitary existence, Anteros. Don’t allow the relationship you’ve seen between your parents to influence your future.” Shira pinned him with a determined look. “There are even more dangerous days coming for you, a time in which you must trust in what I’ve said. Your angel will soon be both the intervention and the prevention of your death. Keep her at your side, day and night, whether you are on her English soil or sailing the dangerous waters you know so well.”

“You ask too much of me, Shira.”

“No, it’s time for you to leave the dark behind and enter into the light. All I ask is that you accept your new future and allow it to flow into complete alignment with your angel’s. You’ll never regret doing so, provided you cleave unto her, embracing all that you can be together.”

An impossible request. Damned impossible.
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