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Chapter One




Barikah, the Barbary Coast, 1796

On the Street of the Jewelers, the pearl merchant, Abdul ibn-Mesih, closed his shop in anticipation of the singsong chant of the muezzin calling the faithful to prayer. Abdul had at least ten minutes to spare, but he was getting old, his bones prone to aches that slowed him down, so he needed to leave early each day. As long as he was able, he would walk to the nearest mosque rather than use the prayer rug he kept in the back of his tiny shop, unlike some of his less pious neighbors. So he was the only one on the street at this time, which was why he was the only one to witness the murder.

The young Turk and the large, black-robed man who was chasing him ran right past Abdul, not giving the pearl merchant the slightest notice. If only they had turned the corner and passed out of his sight, he wouldn’t have had nightmares that night. Instead, the larger man caught his prey at the end of the street and nearly cleaved him in two with the scimitar he wielded. A quick search of the body produced a paper of some sort, and then the assailant was gone, slipping away without a backward glance, the body of the Turk left lying where it fell, blood running in rivulets down the steep cobbled street in an invitation to the flies to come and feast.


Abdul ibn-Mesih decided he wouldn’t walk to the mosque for afternoon prayers today after all. As the muezzins called from the heights of the many minarets in the city, the pearl merchant was kneeling on his prayer rug in the back of his shop and thinking it had been too long since he had seen his daughter in the country. She was due a visit—perhaps a lengthy one.

 

Later that afternoon, two more of Jamil Reshid’s secret couriers were killed before they could leave Barikah. One was poisoned in a coffee house. The other was found in an alley with his throat cut, the bowstring wire used to strangle him left embedded in his neck.

That night, four camels raced west toward Algiers. The man in the lead was yet another luckless palace courier. The three assassins following him slowly closed the distance and finally overtook him. He died quickly, as had all the others.

The one who had felled him was a Greek Muslim, used to this type of work. The two accomplices riding with him were Arabs, brothers from an old family known for their loyalty to the Deys of Barikah, so it was natural the brothers should feel some guilt for their involvement in this night’s work. They hadn’t killed this courier, but the older brother had killed another one earlier that week.

They were as guilty as the Greek, as guilty as all the other assassins, and would be sent to the executioner’s block if they were found out. To lose their heads for a purse of gold, to risk their family’s disgrace, was perhaps the height of foolishness. But the price of corruption had been too tempting—it was a heavy purse of gold. So they accepted the risk. Still, there was the guilt, but not enough guilt to make them give up their newfound wealth.

Lysander, the Greek, removed the message from the body and opened it. He had to strain to read it in the dim light of the moon, but finally he made a sound of disgust, the urge strong to throw the letter down and grind it into the dust. Of course, he didn’t.

“It is the same,” Lysander said, passing the letter to the older of the two brothers.

“Did you think it would not be?” the younger brother asked.

“I had hoped,” was Lysander’s terse reply. “There is another purse for the one who finds the true message. I mean to be that one.”

“So do we all,” the older brother commented. “But he will still want to see this.” And he carefully put the letter inside his robe. “He wants every message, regardless if it is the same as the others.”

There was no need to say who “he” was. They each knew. Not that they could have named him, for none of them knew his name. Nor had they ever gotten a good look at him. They didn’t even know if he was the one who wanted Jamil Reshid’s death, or if he was just a go-between for someone else. But he was the one who paid them so handsomely and collected each letter the palace couriers had carried.

It was discouraging, however. The Dey had an endless supply of loyal men to send out as decoys, all with the same letter, a note actually, written in Turkish, just three short sentences: I offer greetings. Need I say more? You are remembered.

The notes were not addressed. They were never signed. They could be from anyone in the palace to anyone in the world. They were more likely meant as a subtle threat for the assassins who read them, a reminder of the Dey’s long arm of revenge. There might not even be a true message trying to leave Barikah in the midst of all these decoys. The couriers could simply be a ruse to confuse the assassins and delay them from making any more attempts on the Dey’s life.

The first courier who had been captured had sworn before he died that he was to deliver his letter to an Englishman named Derek Sinclair. Even if that were true, if the Dey actually knew an Englishman by that name, which was unlikely, what could be the point of such a letter to him? Why waste the lives of so many men to have such a message delivered? But the assassins couldn’t take the chance that there might be another message, the one they had yet to discover, perhaps to the Dey of Algiers or the Bey of Tunis, or even to the Sultan himself across the sea in Istanbul: a letter asking for help. Though what could any of those allies do when no one knew who was behind the assassination attempts?

Lysander remounted his camel but spared a glance for the man he had just killed. “I suppose this one is to be food for the carrion? I am not used to leaving evidence behind, much less the bodies. There are too many ways to dispose—”

“It doesn’t matter what you are used to. He wants the Dey to know his couriers are failing in their mission. How else will he know unless the bodies are easily found?”

“It’s a waste of time, if you ask me,” Lysander shot back, no longer trying to contain his disgust. “I think I will try and work my way into the palace. Who knows? I may get lucky and find a way to earn the largest purse of all, the one for Jamil Reshid’s head.”


He laughed as he rode away, and the two brothers exchanged a look. Of one mind, they doubted they would ever see the Greek alive again if he did manage to find a way into the palace. After four assassination attempts already, Jamil Reshid, Dey of Barikah, was more protected now than ever. Whoever next tried to take his life would be signing away his own. And if that unfortunate one was tortured before he was executed, he would give names. Not the name of him who was unknown, but the names of the men he had ridden with tonight.

Lysander didn’t return to Barikah that night after all. The Greek had been right. There were many ways to dispose of dead bodies, including his own.

 

“Do you realize the risk?”

Ali ben-Khalil nodded in answer. He was in awe of the man sitting across from him. When Ali had slipped his note to the palace eunuch in the bazaar, he had expected the same man to meet him, or perhaps another servant from the palace. But not the Grand Vizier, Jamil Reshid’s chief minister. Allah preserve him, what had he gotten himself into? What was so important about this message that so many men were dying over, that he himself had volunteered to carry, that would bring Omar Hassan, the Grand Vizier, here to question Ali himself?

Omar Hassan had come in disguise, in a burnoose of the type the Berbers wore in the desert, but then he would have to; few men in the city wouldn’t recognize the second most important man in Barikah. And he had questioned Ali thoroughly about why he had volunteered, which had been extremely embarrassing, for what man wanted to admit he was willing to risk his life for a woman? But there it was, his foolish reason. He was a poor man in love with a slave whose owner was willing to sell her, but only for a high price. What other way could he earn that price without stealing it, except in service to the Dey?

But he didn’t intend to die in that service, or he would never have volunteered for this particular job. He truly felt he could succeed where so many others had failed, the simple reason being that he was not a servant of the Dey’s, nor was he associated with the palace in any way. He was just a poor sherbet seller. Who would suspect him of being one of the palace couriers?

And that was why Ali had not gone to the palace to volunteer his services, why he had insisted on meeting in a house of dancing girls, why he had hidden himself there for two days before the meeting and would not leave for another two days. It was more than likely that Omar Hassan had been followed here, regardless of his disguise, and any men who left this house tonight would likewise be followed.

The Grand Vizier was undecided. He liked Ali ben-Khalil’s plan, but the man was so obviously frightened, yet trying so hard to conceal it. Ali was young, perhaps twenty-two. Brown hair and eyes attested to the Berber-Arab ancestry he claimed, with perhaps a few fair-skinned slaves somewhere in his background to allow for the olive complexion and more delicate features. The fact that he had no experience for such a job was all to the good. But still…

 

A week ago Omar wouldn’t have hesitated in handing over the letter he carried. But just yesterday Jamil had cornered him to demand, “How many have we sent out now?” What could Omar say? The truth? That there were so many the number was an embarrassment to mention? Jamil would have exploded. He had had to be argued into sending the letter in the first place. It had been Omar’s idea, and a good one, he thought. But now he wondered. So many deaths, and for what? By the time the letter bore results, the entire affair could be over, the one behind the assassination attempts discovered and dealt with.

Allah preserve them, it had better be over soon. Jamil was not a man to suffer restraints gracefully. The constant vigil, the frustration of not knowing who his enemy was, were already telling on him. If he were older, perhaps he would have more patience. But the Dey was only twenty-nine. He had ruled Barikah only these past seven years, having come to the throne on the death of his older half brother, who had been disrespectfully known as “the tyrant.”

But Jamil’s rule had been good for Barikah. His outstanding political wisdom, his spirit of honor and justice, his concern for the welfare of his people, had endeared him to every Barikahian and brought prosperity to the city. Omar would do everything in his power to see Jamil’s life protected, even if it meant the sacrifice of hundreds of loyal men, or the sacrifice of this naive young man sitting before him. Why had he hesitated at all?

Omar Hassan tossed a purse onto the table and allowed a slight smile to curve his lips when the heavy sound of it caused Ali’s eyes to grow wide. “That is for your expenses,” he explained. “There is enough there to buy a ship and crew outright, but you shouldn’t have to go to that extreme. A small xebec for speed, rented for your exclusive use, should do you well.” Another purse, just as heavy, landed next to the first. “This is for your service. There will be another one like it if you succeed.” Omar’s smile widened for a moment as Ali’s eyes rounded even more, but then his expression turned serious again. “Just remember, if you do succeed, you are not to return to Barikah for at least six months.”

This was the only thing Ali didn’t understand about his mission, but he was loath to question the Grand Vizier for the reason. “Yes, my lord.”

“Good. And don’t worry about your woman in your absence. I will personally see that she isn’t sold to another and that she is well taken care of. If you don’t return, I will continue to see to her welfare.”

“Thank you, my lord!”

There was nothing else to say. Omar Hassan handed over the letter.








Chapter Two





My dearest Ellen,

I don’t mean to complain, but you haven’t answered my last letter. Is something wrong? Are you ill? You know how I worry when I don’t hear from you. And now that your niece’s mourning period is over, I know you must be entertaining. I was expecting a very newsy letter telling me all about it.

Chantelle is still with you, isn’t she? Of course she must be, since she’s not with them. I suppose you’re too busy getting her ready for the season to write. That I can understand. She’s such a lovely girl. She must have every eligible blood in the area trotting after her. Are there any eligibles there? No matter, dear. There are certainly enough here in London for her to choose from when she comes. And I am so looking forward to seeing you again, and dear Chantelle, too.

You know my daughter’s husband—



Ellen Burke lowered the letter to her lap and rubbed her eyes. It was so tedious, reading one of Marge Creagh’s letters. Ellen didn’t know how the woman managed to write ten to twelve pages of pure nonsense, but she did it every time. And to think that one year of school, shared twenty-five years ago, could account for one of these gossipy letters every few months. But she had to read them. You never knew when Marge might impart some useful bit of information.


She skimmed through several pages until the underlined they caught her eye. Ellen supposed she should never have said her American cousins were upstarts, at least not to Marge Creagh. Now Marge felt perfectly free to ridicule the American Burkes at every opportunity. Not that Ellen didn’t agree with every word, but it was not for Marge Creagh to say them.


I wasn’t surprised when they came to town early. Your cousin Charles has made quite a nuisance of himself at the clubs, so I’ve heard, and so has his son, Aaron. It was bad enough when they brought the older girl out last season, when they all should have been in mourning as you and Chantelle were, but this year they’ve managed to buy her a sponsor to Almack’s. And I wonder whose money paid for that, since it’s well known Charles inherited only the baronetcy from your brother, not his wealth. Does Chantelle know how they’re squandering her money? How could your brother have made such a perfidious man her guardian?



Ellen crumpled the letter in a rare burst of anger and threw it in the wastebasket beside her chair. So it was true, what she had long suspected. Charles Burke was not only a neglectful guardian, he was also a thief. No wonder he hadn’t answered her letters. He didn’t dare.

Good Lord, what were they to do? What could they do? Until Chantelle married or reached her majority, cousin Charles had control of her inheritance, and control of her. And since she wouldn’t be twenty-one for another two years, nor could she marry without Charles’ permission, there was every likelihood that there would be little or nothing left of the modest fortune that Chantelle’s father had left her. Even her home had been taken over. Instead of residing in Sackville and the small estate of the baronetcy there, Charles had moved his large family into the more impressive Burke mansion in Dover, which was unentailed and so belonged to Chantelle now.

Fortunately, Chantelle had not yet suggested that she go home, for Ellen had to wonder if she would find a welcome in Dover now. She had come to stay with Ellen when her father died, before his only living male relative had descended on England with his American family. They had come to visit once, when Chantelle was still too overcome with grief to take much notice of them, but they had not suggested she return home either.

Apparently Charles thought the present arrangement ideal. And of course he would, since he was not supplying any money toward Chantelle’s support, any of her own money. He had obviously thought Ellen was well enough situated to support them both, or he simply didn’t care. She had had to disabuse him of that notion finally. Pride was pride, but it didn’t put food on the table. Her own inheritance from her father had long ago been reduced to a very modest income, adequate only for one. But several months had passed and Charles still had not answered her letters. And now he was in London again, squandering Chantelle’s money on his own family while Ellen pinched pennies and sold heirlooms to keep Chantelle from discovering the truth about the appalling predicament her father had bequeathed her.

No, to be fair, Ellen thought, it wasn’t her brother’s fault. When his heir, their older cousin, had died, Oliver had made every effort to discover the whereabouts of the younger cousin, who was by default his new heir to the baronetcy. That Oliver had died, too, before Charles was found could not have been foreseen. Nor could Oliver have known what a wastrel Charles was, or he would have made suitable arrangements for Chantelle instead of leaving no stipulation at all—which left Charles, as her only male relative, her lawful guardian.

At least Chantelle had Ellen. With the twenty years’ difference in their age, Chantelle was more like a daughter, though Ellen had not helped to raise her. She had always been traveling during Chantelle’s younger years, and when she did finally settle down, it was not to come home to live with her brother and his family. She was too independent for that. She had bought this cottage in Norfolk, where she had lived these past ten years, alone. It was how she liked it, though she hadn’t minded at all Chantelle’s coming to stay with her when Oliver died. She loved the girl dearly.

Ellen had no children of her own, which was perhaps why she felt so close to her brother’s only child. By her own choice, she had never married. She was a plain-looking woman of thirty-nine, with light brown hair and blue eyes that were her best feature. She had been asked to marry. She had even had several love affairs that she remembered fondly, so it wasn’t that she didn’t like men. She just didn’t want to live with one. She liked her independence too much.

Perhaps it hadn’t been wise to keep Chantelle with her for the past year and a half. Chantelle had learned to be independent as well. That was fine for a woman who didn’t plan to marry, but Chantelle would marry.

Unlike Ellen, who had the unremarkable Burke looks, Chantelle was the lone flower in the weed patch who took after her mother’s French side of the family. Oliver had always claimed she was the image of her maternal grandmother, who was reputed to have been the mistress of kings, a rare beauty in the French court. Chantelle was even named after her. And it was true she looked nothing like a Burke with her platinum-blond hair and striking eyes the color of spring violets. She might not be small and delicate, but she wasn’t too tall at five and a half feet either. She was too lovely by half, actually, certainly too lovely for men to ignore. She would be able to have her pick of beaux. She would be able to marry well—if she ever got the chance with Charles Burke as her guardian.

Ellen sighed. If that man didn’t answer her letter soon, she would have to think seriously about taking Chantelle to London herself. She deserved to have her season, to be brought out in a style befitting her means and station. If Charles tried to deny her that, as it seemed he was doing with his lack of communication, he would have a fight on his hands. Ellen still had enough friends and influence in London to make things very unpleasant for her American cousin if he didn’t own up to his responsibilities.

“Aunt Ellen, I’m back!” Chantelle called suddenly from the kitchen, and a moment later stepped into the parlor. “I found a nice chunk of beef for dinner and some kidneys for breakfast. Oh, and Mrs. Smith told me to tell you again”—she rolled her eyes—“that if you keep sending me to market, she’ll soon be ruined.”

“Is that why you’re smiling?”

Chantelle grinned cheekily. “Last week I was giving her headaches. This week I’m ruining her. I wonder what I’ll be responsible for next week.”

“Insomnia? She’s used that one on me before.”

Chantelle laughed. “She’s wonderful. I’ve never met anyone who gets so much pleasure out of haggling.”

“Yourself, perhaps?”

“Well, it is fun,” Chantelle said defensively, ignoring the fact that her throat was slightly sore from spending an hour whittling down the price of one piece of meat. But it had become a sort of challenge, getting the very best prices at the market, better prices than the regulars who had haggling down to a fine art. “And besides, look how much I saved today.”

Ellen closed her eyes briefly. So Chantelle did know that Ellen had been reduced to pinching pennies. Damn Charles Burke.

“I’m sorry, dear—”

“Don’t be silly, Aunt Ellen. As soon as Charles sends the money I’ve requested, I’ll make it up to you.”

“You wrote him?”

“Of course. I would have done so sooner if I’d realized—well, at any rate, I’ll soon set things right. Was there a letter today, by chance?”

“No, not today,” Ellen replied, feeling a certain uneasiness at Chantelle’s show of initiative. How would Charles react to demands from them both?

“Well, there will be one soon,” Chantelle said with cheery confidence. “He can’t very well ignore me, now, can he?”

He couldn’t? He had certainly done an excellent job of it so far. And both women were about to regret that he didn’t continue to ignore them.








Chapter Three




They had locked her in her room, but Chantelle wasn’t worried, not yet. It wouldn’t be the first time she had gone out through the window, though many years had passed since she had last left the house that way. But it could be done. She did have that option. She just wasn’t ready to go yet. She had to wait for the house to quiet, gather a few things, form a plan—but mainly she had to calm down, for at the moment she was so angry she felt she could actually kill Charles Burke.

She had arrived home only that afternoon, but it seemed she had been angry for the past week, ever since Charles’ letter had come. Instead of the money she was expecting, she had received an order to return immediately to Dover, and that high-handed idiot hadn’t even included the wherewithal for the journey. Ellen had to sell another piece of jewelry, which had really been the last straw.

Chantelle was so furious she hadn’t even waited for her aunt to close up the cottage to accompany her. Against Ellen’s protests, she had left the very next day. She was going to show cousin Charles that she wasn’t some silly twit who could be treated this way. He had a lot to answer for, especially his leaving her dependent on her aunt when Ellen couldn’t afford it. She had planned to have it out with him. But that wasn’t how it had turned out.

She had been shown into the parlor as if she were a guest in her own house. The butler was new. The carpeting, the furniture, were new. She felt like a guest. And the entire clan had been there.

Chantelle remembered them all from their one visit to her in Norfolk, soon after their arrival in England. And the difference between then and now was not immediately noticeable. Before, they had been the poor relations from America come to offer their condolences, mindful that Chantelle was a lady born and bred, whereas not even Charles among them could claim nobility, until now, that is.

Charles was her father’s uncle’s second son, Charles’ own father having been no more than a carpenter’s apprentice. It had been Chantelle’s grandfather who had won the baronetcy from a grateful monarch, but he had been a rich man beforehand, and it was his wealth that had been left to Chantelle. Charles had in fact left England nearly thirty years ago, escaping debtors’ prison in the process.

You wouldn’t know it to look at him now. Big, pale, looking older than his forty-nine years, with the stamp of the Burkes on him in his brown hair and blue eyes. He was done up in the finest of fashions, as was his family. And they all exuded the confidence and condescension of the newly prosperous.

There was Charles’ red-haired wife, Alice, who, according to the tardy solicitor’s report, was the daughter of a tavern owner in Virginia, a tavern where Charles had been no more than an employee. Two of their daughters were present: Marsha, fourteen, and Jane, who was the same age as Chantelle, homely-looking girls with their mother’s red hair and hazel eyes not helping to improve their plain looks. There was an older, married daughter, too, but she had elected to remain in America with a new husband, her second, according to the solicitor’s report. Charles’ son, Aaron, had brought his wife, Rebecca, and their two young children to England, and they were all present, too.

And to think if her aunt hadn’t lived near the ocean, Chantelle would have returned sooner to this bunch of interlopers who had taken over her home. She might even have come to like them, especially the younger children, who were rather awed by everything around them. She would have introduced them to the beach below Dover cliffs, which had been her playground as a child. Gathering shells, swimming, sailing with her father, exploring the caves, or just sitting on the cliffs, sometimes for hours at a time, waiting to sight a passing ship, had been the essence of her childhood years.

Yes, if the beach hadn’t been within walking distance of her aunt’s cottage, she would have missed it too much and come home, maybe before Charles got it into his head that he could marry her off to just anybody, and that anybody was Cyrus Wolrige, a man old enough to be her grandfather.

He was present, too, an old lecher who leered at her throughout the entire interview. She knew him. He lived not a quarter mile away from her. She had seen him often in church, snoring through the sermons, ogling the young women afterward in the churchyard. Emmy, her maid, had always called him a dirty old man.

And here Charles’ very first words to her had been: “Ah, Chantelle, my dear. Meet your fiancé, Mr. Wolrige. You’ll be married in the morning.”

Chantelle’s reaction was to laugh at the absurdity of it. Cyrus Wolrige wasn’t offended, though. He just sat there smiling, supremely confident that by tomorrow she would be his bride. His look gave her the chills and sobered her instantly.

Chantelle rounded on her cousin, violet eyes impaling him. “You are joking, sir, and in bad taste.”

“I assure you the holy state of matrimony is nothing to joke about,” he told her.

She had gathered her breeding around her like a cloak to keep from shouting at him. “Then I assure you, sir, that I refuse Mr. Wolrige’s suit.”

“You can’t, my dear,” Charles replied with a tight smile and an apologetic nod to Mr. Wolrige. “I have already accepted for you.”

He went on to impress on her that she had no say in it, that they didn’t need her permission in order to see her married, that because she was underage, her guardian’s permission was all that was required.

It was too much. They all sat there staring at her in different degrees of gloating pleasure, except Aaron, who actually seemed resentful of the situation. And Chantelle found out why later from Emmy.

Emmy had originally accompanied her to Norfolk but had stayed no more than a month, returning to Dover when her mother took sick. And since Ellen’s cottage was really too small for three people, she had returned to work here later, tending to the new ladies of the house.

She brought Chantelle a dinner tray that night and stayed long enough to warn her that these Burkes were serious about seeing her married off. There had been a terrible row in the family because Aaron was already married. They seemed to think it would have been ideal if he could have been the one to wed Chantelle. There had even been talk of his divorcing his wife, who made a big stink about that, and things hadn’t been right between Aaron and Rebecca since.


But that news was nothing to Chantelle. It didn’t change the plans they had for her now. She was furious, and made no bones about it, but to no avail. In the end, she was still locked in her room, she would still be married to Wolrige in the morning—or so they thought. She wouldn’t be here, however. Where she would be she wasn’t exactly sure yet, but it wouldn’t be here.

It was midnight before Chantelle had calmed down enough to make some immediate plans, and several hours more before she was ready to leave. The main thing was to get out of the house and hide somewhere while she decided what to do next. And she knew the perfect place. The caves. Some of the things she had stashed there as a child might even still be there—blankets, kindling, dishes, her shell collection. Blankets were the important thing, for she intended to spend the rest of the night there, and all day tomorrow, while the Burkes futilely combed the countryside for her. Then tomorrow night she would leave Dover, destination still undecided. London, most likely, and a job, maybe with one of her aunt’s friends, where she could also get in touch with Ellen, who might have some other ideas. But the first place Charles would look for her would be in Norfolk, so she would have to be careful when contacting Ellen. In the meantime, she would definitely need some type of employment.

Chantelle grinned for the first time that day. Her stay with her aunt had been a training of sorts for which she could now be grateful. A year ago she might very well have accepted the fate Charles had planned for her, but not now.

Yet it was daunting. Pampered and adored all her life by her father, who had showered her with attention to make up for the loss of her mother at an early age, Chantelle had never known hardship, had never had to make decisions on her own. Certainly she had done without the luxuries she was accustomed to while living with her aunt, but she didn’t consider that a hardship. Having no servants to wait on her, learning to cook, to clean, to go to market to buy her own food, had been an adventure, but only because she had shared the experience with her aunt. With anyone else she probably would have felt deprived. But Ellen was special and Chantelle loved her dearly. Her aunt had seen the world; she was independent; she wasn’t one to accept only the straight and narrow path, but considered all options, the good with the bad.

Oh, if only she’d listened and waited for Ellen to come to Dover with her, the older woman might have been able to do something. No, that wasn’t true. Chantelle wasn’t that ignorant of the law. No one could do anything if her guardian was adamant about her marrying old Wolrige. There was nothing for it. She had to disappear for two years until she reached her majority, and hope that Wolrige wouldn’t agree to a marriage with a missing bride.

If there was nothing left of her inheritance at that time, and her maid had told her how the Burkes had been spending her money as if spending were a new invention, that was the chance she had to take. Marrying Cyrus Wolrige was a worse choice, one to be avoided at all cost. But, by God, if there was nothing left when it was finally safe to show herself again, the Burkes would pay. They would pay anyway. For the first time in her life, Chantelle disliked someone enough to call the emotion hate. It wasn’t pleasant. It went against her natural tendencies. But for what they had tried to do to her, what they were forcing her to do, she would get even somehow.

With several changes of clothes, a few personal items, and the last of the money her aunt had given her to get home all tied up in a bundle, Chantelle tossed it out the window, then climbed out on the ledge herself. She was fortunate that spring was already changing to summer so she could wear a thin muslin dress that was tied about her hips, making it possible for her to manage the climb down with ease. She was also fortunate that there was only a half-moon that offered a feeble light to help conceal her progress until she was off the grounds. It was nice to feel fortunate about something in this situation.

But she ran into her first obstacle almost immediately. She hadn’t counted on the passing of time and the growth of trees. Her tree, which had always been so easy to reach, was still there, but hardly recognizable. The branch that had touched the house and been so easy to climb over now hung far above her head. Even on tiptoes she couldn’t reach it. A lower branch would probably be in the right position in several more years, but now it was three feet below the ledge. If she was going to use that tree to get down, she would have to jump for it.

Ten years ago she wouldn’t have hesitated, but then children rarely think of the possible results of their adventures. Right now she was looking at a possible broken neck, broken bones at the least, if she missed the branch when she jumped. It was worth hesitating over, but only for a few moments. She still jumped. Yet she had no time to feel elated when she caught the branch, for she heard the crack as it broke with her weight, and she found herself hurtling straight for a collision with the wide tree trunk.


Before she could scream, she let go of the branch and dropped the last eight feet to the ground, rolling as she landed. She stayed there, unmoving, taking note of the aches and pains on different parts of her body, giving a little prayer that none would be serious. When she finally moved, it was with a sigh of relief. Nothing was broken, though she would have a few bad bruises on one knee and hip, and it took her a moment to steady herself when she stood up and untied her skirt.

She had done it, she was free, and she wasted not another moment in collecting her bundle and moving silently away from the house in the direction of the cliffs. This was familiar terrain. It could have been as black as pitch and she still would have found her way to the steep path that descended to the beach and the caves.

Hurrying, she reached the cliffs in five minutes, and then Chantelle was running down the path, safely out of sight of the house, smelling the warm salt in the air, hearing the waves breaking on the beach below. Her playground, and the last place anyone would look for her. Finally she felt she had come home, for that mansion from which she had just escaped was anything but home to her now.

Only this “home” was filled with interlopers, too, as she found to her chagrin when she reached the narrow strip of beach. Twenty yards ahead, a small boat was pulled ashore, and outlined around it, three men. Smugglers? Perhaps. With no lights in evidence, Chantelle doubted they were fishermen. But regardless of who they were, she preferred not to be seen and slowly backed up toward the cliff path, where there was enough bramble and knotty trees to provide a temporary hiding place until the three men departed.

That plan would have worked out just fine, except there weren’t just three men, there were five. The other two had been sent down the beach in opposite directions to make sure their own nocturnal landing on the beach would go unnoticed, and Chantelle backed right into one of them.

She was simply startled at first, until a hand smelling of fish closed over her mouth, and then it was too late to scream, even if she were willing to risk it. Better to talk her way out of this so her plans could proceed, and with that thought in mind, she didn’t struggle unduly as she was dragged forward to the beached boat.

It seemed an ominous portent that the moon should disappear just as she was brought face-to-face with the other three men. In near total darkness, it was impossible for her to see if she might recognize any of them from the nearby village. And when the hand covering her mouth wasn’t lowered so she could speak, she began to feel her first inkling of uneasiness, which quickly increased when they all began to speak at once in some gibberish she couldn’t make heads or tails of. The laughter at the end she understood, though, and her uneasiness turned to fear.

Chantelle began to struggle then, but it was too late. With five of them there, for the last man had joined them now, it was appallingly easy for them to get her into the boat. A sweaty cloth was stuck into her mouth, a rope was wound around her a half-dozen times so her arms became useless, and one man’s bare foot pressed down painfully into her belly to keep her from rising from the bottom of the boat while the others settled in their places.


A fifth man pushed them off, staying behind on the beach. What difference? There were still four surrounding her, four still talking that gibberish she didn’t understand. The foot was removed from her stomach, but she didn’t try to rise, afraid to draw their attention back to her. She needed time to think, to calm her fear. There had to be a perfectly logical explanation for their taking her with them, for not allowing her the opportunity to explain what she was doing on the beach in the middle of the night. She need only explain—but to whom? What if none of them spoke English, or French either, which was her second language? Good Lord, if she couldn’t understand them, or they her, how was she to find out what was happening?

At least she didn’t have long to find out where she was being taken. She was rowed out to a ship riding high in the water, which allowed for its anchorage so close to shore. In short order she was carried aboard, still trussed up, and dumped in a dark cabin, the door slamming shut behind the two who had brought her in, leaving the room in pitch-blackness.

Fortunately, the rope wrapped around her had not been tied tightly, and with some squirming, shaking, and contortions, she was able to unwind herself. Unfortunately, the door opened again just as she had finished, candlelight blinding her for a moment, and then fear took hold of her again, for the man standing there was like no man she had ever seen.

Swarthy-skinned, foreign-looking, with a sharp, hawklike nose and black eyes that normally were slightly slanted, but at the moment were quite rounded in surprise as they looked her over. He was short, shorter than she, and thin. She might even be able to overpower him, which idea should have calmed her nerves a little but didn’t. He wore loose trousers and a white cloth that wound around his head, but nothing else, not even shoes.

The bare chest offended her; his staring offended her; that she was here was the biggest offense of all. As she stood there facing him, she began to feel resentment in the worst way, which did wonders in making her forget to be afraid. Motionless until now, she recalled the gag in her mouth and yanked it out, noting only briefly that it was just like the cloth wrapped about this fellow’s head.

“Do you speak English?” Chantelle asked imperiously. “Because if you don’t, you had better get someone in here who does right away. I demand—”

“I speak English.”

The fight went out of her as relief flooded in. “Thank God! I was beginning to fear no one would…but listen, sir, a mistake has been made. I must see the fellow who captains this ship immediately.”

“All in good time, lalla.” And then he grinned, revealing startling white teeth. “He will want to see you, too, you may be sure. By the breath of Allah, he will be delighted such a gift has fallen into his lap.”

Chantelle tensed noticeably. “Gift? What gift? If you mean me—”

“Certainly you.” His grin widened. “You will bring us a fortune in—”

“Don’t be absurd,” Chantelle cut him off sharply. “You don’t know who I am. You can’t know if I have the wherewithal to be ransomed or not.”

“Ransomed?” He chuckled, a sound of genuine amusement. “No, lalla, women are rarely ransomed, at least not one as beautiful as you.”

Chantelle stepped back a pace, as if his words had literally pushed her. She didn’t understand. She was afraid she did understand.

“This ship—what is it doing here? Why have you brought me aboard?”

“There is no need to fear,” he tried to assure her. “You will not be harmed.”

She wasn’t reassured. She was reaching full-blown panic. “Who are you?”

She jumped back when he took a step toward her, so he came no closer. Her fear disturbed him. Hakeem Bektash had never been called on to deal with a captive before, and this was no common captive. His first look at those aristocratic features told him that; her imperious manner confirmed it. She was a lady. But who she was didn’t matter, not even her name, for she would be given a new one by her eventual master. Still, he was not used to having any dealings at all with ladies, which was why he had been intimidated into calling her lalla, the title for a wellborn woman, even though she was to be a slave.

He simply didn’t know how to handle her. Rais Mehmed, his captain, insisted the truth should never be delayed, that captives needed as much time as possible to adjust to their new circumstances. Allah help him, why did he have to be the only one aboard who spoke English?

Before he could say anything, the ship shifted as the anchor was released. “What was that?” Chantelle squeaked, reaching for the wall behind her to brace herself.

“We are sailing.”

“No!” she cried out, and then, “To where? Damn you, tell me what’s happening!”

“We are corsairs, lalla.”

The word was so well known and feared, there was no need for further explanation. But she seemed not to understand.

In fact, Chantelle had heard the word “corsair” before; she was just so upset the meaning eluded her for several long moments. When it finally clicked in her mind what he meant, the remaining color in her face drained away.

“Pirates? Turkish pirates?”

He shrugged. “Pirates, merchants. It is the same on the Barbary Coast.”

“The devil it is! Corsairs are white slavers!”

“Occasionally.”

“Then you are…No, by God, not on top of everything else!”

He was so fascinated by the bright color rushing back into her cheeks, he gave no thought to what she meant. Nor was he prepared for her sudden leap forward. He was pushed aside so forcefully he lost his balance and landed on the floor, the candle flying out of his hand to become extinguished. In blackness, he just barely saw her disappear through the door. Panicked, he leaped up to follow. If she jumped ship, Rais Mehmed would probably throw him over as well.

He was too late. Running onto the deck, he saw her just ahead; saw a man dash forward to stop her, only to crash empty-handed to the deck behind her; saw her not even bother to climb the rail but simply dive over it. He rushed to the rail himself in time to see her silver head break the surface of the water, and miracle of miracles, she could swim. Few men aboard could claim the same, himself included, or he would have immediately jumped in after her.

Beside him, his shipmates were shouting, as amazed as he was that the English girl wasn’t drowning but was heading for shore. And then Rais Mehmed bore down on him.

“You stupid piece of shit! I give you the simplest of tasks to do and you bungle it!” The captain’s fist accompanied this setdown, and Hakeem skidded across the deck. Rais Mehmed came to stand over him, murder in his dark eyes. “I ought to—”

“Go after her.”

“So you’re crazy, too?” Mehmed shouted incredulously. “Go after one worthless female? The sharks can have her,” he concluded in disgust.

Hakeem rolled aside to avoid Mehmed’s kick and quickly held out a hand to stop any further attack. “She had silver hair and eyes like amethysts. A goddess would envy her beauty.”

Mehmed stopped, but now his anger took a new direction. “Idiot! Why didn’t you say so?”

Hakeem sighed as the privateer was ordered about and the boat readied to be lowered once again. He had saved himself from further abuse, but what of the girl? He half wished they wouldn’t find her, though he didn’t understand why.








Chapter Four




“There’s a chap here to see you, my lord, waiting up at the house. Just missed you, he did. Wandered in on foot about five minutes after you rode out, but he’s still waiting, far as I know.”

The Earl of Mulbury dismounted, handing the reins of his prize Thoroughbred over to the head groom. Black brows came together above emerald eyes as he glanced up the narrow path toward the house. He wasn’t expecting anyone, and his friends were all known to Harry, so for the moment his interest was piqued.

“Are you sure it’s me he wants to speak with, not the Marquis?”

“Asked for you by name, he did. Didn’t mention your grandfather. Didn’t say nothing else, actually. In fact, I’d say he doesn’t speak English. Had that look about him, if you know what I mean.”

The Earl nodded, tamping down the urge to grin. Harry didn’t trust foreigners, ever since his daughter had run off with a Frenchman many years ago. Anyone with the slightest accent was suspect as far as Harry was concerned. His friend Marshall Fielding had always complained about Harry, because the groom often gave his couriers a bad time when they delivered dispatches here. But the chap awaiting him couldn’t be one of Marshall’s agents, since at the Marquis’s request the Earl was no longer involved with British intelligence, though he had never been seriously involved to begin with.


There was no point wondering about it when the fellow awaited him. The Earl headed up the stable path, coming out on the right side of the Palladian-style mansion, residence of the Marquis of Huntstable, his grandfather. The Earl had his own estate in York, but aside from a short yearly visit there to be sure the old manor house was still standing and the tenants were happy with his steward, he lived here in Kent with his grandfather. It was by mutual choice. Notwithstanding the fact that he was the Marquis’s only heir, and so the old gentleman was frantic to keep him close and protected, they were also extremely fond of each other.

“Your lordship, there is—”

“Yes, I know, Mr. Walmsley,” the Earl cut the butler short as he handed over his hat, gloves, and riding quirt. “Where have you put him?”

“I would have kept him here in the hall, milord, but the way he kept staring at the maids made them nervous, so I moved him to the little parlor.”

“Rude, was he?”

“You would think he had never seen a woman before,” was Mr. Walmsley’s opinion.

Mobile lips turned up slightly at one comer. “Did he offer a card?”

“He didn’t even give his name, milord,” the butler replied with marked distaste. “If you ask me—”

“Never mind. I’ll see him now. And send in my usual tray, Mr. Walmsley, with enough for two.”

The little parlor was located to the right of the mammoth hall, down a short corridor there, and at the back of the house. It caught the morning sun, making it a cheerful room, at least at this time of year. The sun was sadly lacking this morning, however, but the rain had held off until after the Earl had enjoyed his morning ride. The room was still light enough with two ceiling-high windows so that lamps were not necessary, and the single occupant was quite visible, standing feeing the left wall, clearly fascinated with a shelf of antique clocks.

The little fellow didn’t hear him enter, which was fortunate, for the Earl didn’t like being taken by surprise, but he certainly was. Even from this side view, he recognized his visitor’s nationality, and a dozen questions popped into his mind, along with dread, for he could think of only one reason for an Arab’s presence here, and it wasn’t good.

With difficulty, the Earl brought his features into a bland mask, and in precise Arabic, he asked, “You requested an interview?”

Ali ben-Khalil jerked around abruptly at the sound of a familiar tongue in this foreign land. It was unexpected, unhoped for, but then Ali was beginning to think Allah had personally seen him through this whole journey, so what was one more blessing? Hadn’t he made it safely out of Barikah? Hadn’t the weather cooperated and rushed the little three-masted xebec across the seas in less than a month? Even the crew had been blessed in finding an unexpected captive on shore who would add to their profit from this voyage. Then there had been the sailor who spoke English and helped to teach Ali the words he needed to know to reach this place quickly. And there had been the clothes he had easily found hanging in a backyard and stolen, so that he wouldn’t look so conspicuous when he had to approach strangers to ask directions. Everything had gone so well, too well, in fact, that he had begun to fear something had to go wrong just to balance the scales. But no, he was here. The tall man who spoke his tongue was obviously the one he sought. He had succeeded, to the very end. Pride and elation swelled in equal proportions within his chest.

“Derek Sinclair?”

At the nod, Ali quickly handed the letter forward, then stood back and waited, for what he had no idea. Perhaps there would be questions. Perhaps the Englishman could recommend where Ali could stay for the next six months. He still didn’t understand why he should be banned from Barikah for such a time, but he couldn’t complain. He was a rich man now. Besides his own purse, there was still a large balance left from the money he had used to hire the corsair.

He watched the Englishman move to a small desk in a corner and pick up a letter opener before sitting down. The letter itself took only a few seconds to read, it was so brief, and then he looked up to stare at Ali. It was those penetrating green eyes that finally broke through Ali’s euphoria to send a cold chill down his back. The eyes, the height, the aquiline features. There was no beard, but…

Ali groaned, then immediately prostrated himself on the floor. “Don’t kill me, gracious lord! Please, you must lock me away. I am willing, I swear!”

“Why?”

The question was so bland, Ali dared to raise his head slightly. “I—I have seen you.”

“So you have. Very well, how long shall I detain you?”

“Six months,” Ali replied instantly, finally understanding. “I was told not to return for six months.”

The Earl swore softly. Six months? He was supposed to be married next month. Caroline wasn’t going to like such a long delay. His grandfather wasn’t going to like it either. But if the courier was to be detained for six months, then Derek could expect to be gone just as long.

“Get up off the floor and tell me what you can about this letter.”

“I didn’t read it,” Ali protested as he slowly rose, warily watching his host.

“It wouldn’t matter if you had. What else do you know about it?”

Ali briefly told him about the many couriers who had been sent out with the same letter, only to die by assassins. How he had volunteered and succeeded. Then he was asked about the Dey.

“I know only that there have been attempts made on his life, that he rarely leaves the palace now.”

“Do they know who is trying to kill him?”

Ali shrugged. “I am not from the palace. That is why I was sure I could succeed in coming here, after so many others had failed. I don’t know what goes on inside.”

Derek smiled. “You did well, my friend. Now, what am I to do with you for six months?”

“Lock me—”

“I doubt that will be necessary, but you can stay here on the estate. I’m sure we can find something to keep you occupied. What do you do?”

“I’m a sherbet seller.”

Derek chuckled. “A sherbet seller succeeding where trained soldiers failed. Well done. If only you could speak a little English.”

“A little.” Ali was finally able to smile, his relief overwhelming. Allah was still watching over him.

“Splendid,” the Earl replied, and stood up just as a maid knocked, then entered with his morning tray.

The girl was pretty, and Ali supposed he would have to get used to seeing women unveiled in this foreign land, as they all seemed to be. The men here must not mind if other men gazed on their women. This girl obviously belonged to Derek Sinclair, for the sensual look she gave him as she set the tray down was extremely intimate.

“Coffee?” the Earl asked.

Ali nodded; then, after the girl left, he asked hesitantly, “She is part of your harem?”

Derek smiled, sipping the beverage he had acquired a taste for in his youth. “We don’t keep harems here, more’s the pity,” he answered. “But if we did, I suppose you could say she would be a part of mine. However, she’s not for my exclusive use, if you know what I mean.”

“You have strange ways here.”

“Strange to you, yes, but you’ll get used to them. All things become natural after a while.”

The Earl remained behind in the little parlor after Ali was led away by Mr. Walmsley. He sat behind the desk, staring thoughtfully at the letter lying open before him. Three short sentences in a bold Turkish scrawl, easy to read, since Turkish was as familiar to him as Arabic and French. In fact, English had been the last language he had learned, though he spoke it now as if he had been born to it.

His first reaction on reading the letter had been relief. No one had died. But after what Ali had told him, he had to admit: Not yet.

Three short sentences:


I offer greetings. Need I say more? You are remembered.



A child’s code, designed by boys who liked to confound their teachers and servants. He remembered fondly the time he had read an essay aloud and no one had understood why Jamil found it so funny. But Jamil had heard the code, and the message only for him: I would rather be eating pomegranates and spying on the Dey. What about you?

This message was much shorter. Three sentences, three words, the three first words of each sentence. I need you. Of course Derek couldn’t ignore such a message. There had been letters through the years, but sent through normal channels. This one had cost lives. This was no simple letter. I need you. Derek would go.

He should have gone two months ago, when Marshall had asked him to, but that had been for a different reason, one that hadn’t been important enough to make him postpone his wedding, or break his word to his grandfather. Locating and ransoming some English girl, known to be in Barikah, was nothing to him. She had already been in captivity for three months, so it was highly unlikely that she was still a virgin, and thus he could see no need to intervene.

It was the English consul’s job to handle the ransoming of slaves. It would just take a little longer for the consul to free the girl, if she could be freed. Few women were, at least pretty women, and Marshall had assured him the girl was pretty. She was also related to some powerful nobleman, which was why Marshall had become involved. But it still meant nothing to Derek. Only now that he was going to Barikah, he might as well agree to rescue the girl. That way, he could question Marshall about what was going on in Barikah without revealing why he wanted to know.

Kismet. This was meant to happen, at this time, in this way. It was the Muslim philosophy, on which he was raised. After nearly nineteen years in England, he was meant to go home. Why, he wouldn’t know until it was over.








Chapter Five




Beneath the woolen blanket, Chantelle lay shivering. It was a condition she had no control over, and it wouldn’t stop. Her hair had dried hours ago. The cabin was warm. It was her fear that was causing the trembling, and twice had made her sick to her stomach.

Dear God, she had come so close to escaping the corsairs. Her feet had actually touched bottom when the small boat bumped into her, pushing her under the water. When she came up for air, hands immediately hauled her inside the boat, and she knew she wouldn’t get another chance to escape.

She was brought back to the ship, carried back into this cabin. Only this time two men had stayed to see her stripped down to nothing. Too exhausted from her bid for freedom, she had been unable to stop them. But they hadn’t touched her otherwise. They had left her alone in the dark cabin, taking her wet clothes with them. She had eventually found the pillows and fur rug she remembered seeing from before, and the blanket to cover herself with. She had crawled into a tight ball, and the shivering had begun as she wondered what would happen next, afraid she knew.

She didn’t sleep, terrified of being caught by surprise. Morning came, and with it light from one small window, and still she was left alone. She would rather have gotten it over with, whatever they would do to her next, than to lie here thinking about it. She was certain she would be raped by the crew, certain that if she survived that, she would then be sold into slavery. Both prospects were so inconceivable that she couldn’t bear thinking of them, and so there was just the fear of being hurt and abused.

Several times she wondered what had happened to the little man who had spoken to her before. Why didn’t he come again? Any communication at all would have been a relief. But perhaps it was standard procedure to let captives suffer the agonies of the unknown to wear them down. Fear was debilitating. Yet he had spoken to her before. He had said she wouldn’t be harmed. But what exactly to a corsair constituted harm?

God, if only she didn’t know what they were. If only her tutors hadn’t thought to include world history and affairs in her studies. But the Ottoman Turks, who for hundreds of years had been intruding on Christian Europe, were known to her, as were the Barbary States, members of the Turkish empire, and the Barbary corsairs, pirates of the Mediterranean. They raided foreign coasts, they attacked foreign ships, they killed or sold all Christian captives into slavery without exception. So what would such men consider harm to a woman? Certainly not what she would reckon as harm.

When the door finally opened later that morning, it wasn’t to admit the sailor Chantelle had spoken with. Four men entered, two bare-chested, one tall, thin man in a long white robe, and one more impressive fellow in a bright silk jacket over loose Turkish pants. All wore turbans. All were sharp-featured, though light-skinned. Only the one in the white robe didn’t have a long, curved sword attached to his belt.

Chantelle sat up immediately, but she didn’t try to rise with only the blanket to cover her. She held it up to her chin, cowering back against the wall. Trapped in the small room, eyes huge with fear, skin translucent without color, she didn’t realize that she stunned them, especially the captain, who was having his first look at her in good light. Eyes like hers were unknown to them. And the hair, silver blond, with a lock falling over the blanket to reveal its glorious hip length, was prized in the East. Circassians were known to have blond hair, but sailors weren’t likely to ever see it, and these hadn’t. Her face was exquisite. If she had a body to match, she would be worth a fortune. If she was also a virgin, her price could increase tenfold.

It was precisely the latter that Rais Mehmed had come to judge, for her comfort on the voyage depended on her worth. Then, too, if she wasn’t a virgin, there was no point in denying himself or his crew the use of her body for the long trip home. Most of his crew
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