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To the man who stuck by me, through thick and thin.
Because of your faith in me I have gotten this far.
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  Chapter One

Tiaret, Algeria, May, 1832


The wind blew softly through the trees as Rowena dropped the dress back into the sudsy water. From downriver, she could hear the soft chant of the male slaves resting against the cedars. No time to rest for her. 
Rowena closed her eyes as she ran her calloused hands up and down the cloth, the movement slow and gentle. While the garment must surely be out of style in Paris by now, it was still one of Mistress Nadira’s favorites. The fine silk had to be washed with care.
Selma grunted loudly from where she was pulling wet clothes out of the river—a warning to focus. There were guests tonight at the grand house and under no circumstances could they delay with the clothes. Rowena considered the dark-skinned woman her adopted mother, but love as a slave was harsh. No one was willing to take a beating for another person’s badly done work. Selma’s love could include swift slaps to the face, but a warning slap from Selma was better than a whipping.
Rowena unconsciously touched her cheek, remembering the first slap Selma had given her, then wrapped her thin, muslin scarf over her head as a shield. Her heart began to race, and she noticed the throbbing in her feet again. Gently she pushed the silk dress back into the water, singing to herself in hopes she could calm herself down. There was no need to waste energy on anxiety.
“Slow, methodical,” Selma said in Berber, the language they both had in common. “Breathe. I’ll tell you a story.”
Rowena looked up with a smile for her adopted mother. “About your brothers?” she asked.
Selma grunted in mock disapproval but began the well-worn story of her brother the warrior as Rowena hung the yellow dress from a tree branch to start the time-consuming task of wringing out the water.
“Come, sit down here,” Rowena said in Berber when she saw Selma stretch out her back. “I will finish the wash while you tell the part about your brother saving your mother from the lion. Sit here and wring out the water.”
Selma started to protest, but shouts down the river cut her words short. She turned her head with pursed lips and narrowed eyes, but sat down in the seat without a word. Rowena tried to concentrate on the shouted words as she picked up a long, black silk vest embroidered with gold thread.
“Hurry, child,” Selma said wearily. Her story now forgotten, she started to hum a tune in her mother tongue.
“What are they saying?” Rowena asked.
“Keep your eyes down, Fatia,” Selma replied sharply. “It doesn’t involve us.”
Rowena obeyed immediately. The afternoon was still young, and the sun would only get more intense. They must work faster to get the clothes dried and pressed before dinner; Rowena willed her fingers to go quickly as she delicately rubbed a stain out of the embroidery. When shouts floated to them from the river again, she stole a glance at Selma with concern, but Selma simply continued singing.
It was a sad song about a child being taken away—a story that rang all too true to both women. Rowena shook her head sharply and stared at the water. With even breathing, her heart had slowed, and the tears that threatened finally receded.
Thanks to persistence and a little luck, the stubborn stain in the embroidery started to fade. Two years before, when she had begun living here, the tips of her fingers would tingle at the end of the day, sometimes cracking and bleeding. Now her callouses worked much like hardened sponges without nerves.
A sigh escaped her as she rolled back her aching shoulders. Selma clicked her tongue to chivvy her along, but Rowena didn’t need it. She was already dipping the tunic back into the water. Nadira had beautiful garments, just like those Rowena had once worn. They were all made of silk and dyed to perfection. Nadira’s legendary beauty did not keep Saed from having other wives, but it was clear that she was his favorite, his first. The only wife that had ever traveled to France for her clothes.
“Have you thought on Sara’s offer?” Selma asked in Berber.
Rowena looked sharply at her, but Selma didn’t take notice of her glare. “I will not become a concubine.”
“It is more secure.”
“No.”
Selma gave one nod, then continued with her work.
Now that Nadira could not have any more sons for him, Saed seemed to expand his harem every month. Just a few days ago Sara, Mistress Nadira’s personal maid, had offered to train Rowena into being a concubine, an offer that she had received with horror.
As grotesque as it seemed to Rowena, with her English upbringing, entering Saed’s harem was considered an honor. Some woman tried to be chosen well past their prime years. Selma encouraged her to enter it, saying it would provide a luxurious life. But it also meant no escape. No one ever left the harem.
Still, if Rowena was to be a slave the rest of her life, Selma argued that she should not risk going to the slave market. To Rowena’s fortune, she had been privately bought and sold since the moment she had been kidnapped five years ago. The slave market was something she had never experienced and never wished to.
“Balik A’brid!”
The fierce command echoed through the trees. Surprised, Rowena scrambled to obey. She grabbed the basket and threw herself onto the bank before realizing that the command was not for her. Instead, it was directed at Saed’s head slave, Mohammed, by a tall man with shoulders twice as wide as even Saed’s personal guards. He appeared from the forest as though by magic, his red burnous flying about him like a sandstorm, yet never daring to hinder his long, determined strides. Mohammed obediently fell into step behind the man, trying to maintain long enough strides to keep ahead of the other slaves. An aura of panic surrounded the entire group. Even the lowest slaves could not seem to focus on their tasks.
Rowena squinted, trying to find the reason for such strange behavior. Some in the group were house slaves, which added to the incongruity. Selma gasped just as Rowena’s eyes fell on the bundle the man carried. In them was Youssef, Nadira’s eldest son. The boy bounced like a limp fish to the rhythm of the stranger’s steps, his eyes closed, his soaked clothing leaving Rowena and Selma to think the worst. Youssef was nearing his fifteenth birthday, but in this man’s arms, he looked like a child.
A long stick poked into her ribs. Rowena turned around abruptly to find Selma looking steadily at her.
“It is none of our business.”
Rowena sent a silent prayer towards the boy before reluctantly turning back to her work. As she did so, she noticed the stranger was wearing black, English-style boots over tight brown riding trousers underneath his burnous.
For the first time in years, tiny bubbles of excitement popped within her. If an Englishman was here, it was possible—but—no. No. She shook the hope away. Even if the French soldiers were here, they would not bother to rescue slaves.

      [image: image-placeholder]When Selma and Rowena arrived that evening, the entire household was buzzing with the story about Youssef. He had been thrown into the river by his horse, and before Mohammed had been able to do anything, the stranger in red had appeared from nowhere to fish the boy from the rocky waters.
It was a miracle Youssef was alive, and for that Saed wished to celebrate. Already the smell of lamb and couscous and dates wafted through the air, along with honey cakes and strong tea. Rowena entered the female baignoires, where she slept with forty-four other female slaves, and heaved a sigh. Her stomach growled as she listened to the story being told once again, the weight of her exhaustion intensifying the moment she sat down.
“Fatia! Come! Mistress is asking that you perform for the man who saved Youssef’s life. You must bathe!” commanded Sara from the tent opening. The urgency in the command pushed Rowena to her feet.
“Coming!” she called out in Berber, grabbing her soap before running from the tent towards the female bathing house. Before she went far, Sara grabbed her hand.
“Mistress wished you to bathe in our quarters. You are to put on perfume and a silk dress. I was told to make you look as beautiful as Venus.”
“A-a silk dress?” Rowena sputtered. “I have no such dress.”
Sara smiled. “Come. You must hurry.”
Rowena kept herself only one step behind Sara until they entered the cool, marbled bathroom reserved for Nadira’s personal maids and slaves. She slowed to take in the sight. The green marble seemed to transform the room into a stone pond. On the eastern wall hung a life-sized oil painting of the mistress with kind, golden eyes.
Truthfully, Nadira was the kindest woman Rowena remembered knowing, though she knew that might be due to her not having known very many women in her life. Although everyone described her as a jealous wife, Nadira radiated an energy of kindness and love to those around her. Every Saturday she gave out dates and cakes to the slave children, and she always made sure each worker was given proper clothing. Often, she spoke with the elder slaves to make certain the pregnant women didn’t work past their eighth month or that every child saw the doctor when they fell sick.
To those who had never known anything but misery or cruelty, Nadira’s kindness was easy to accept—but Rowena had known luxury. She knew there was more to the world than working for Nadira, and she couldn’t give her heart to loving the woman who owned her, who kept her from going home, who kept her from the future she was entitled to.
Or rather, had been entitled to a long time ago.
“You should practice. Perhaps if tonight’s performance pleases Mistress Nadira she will move you permanently into the house quarters.”
“Yes, Sara,” Rowena said, managing to suppress a shudder.
Swallowing hard, she began to warm her voice as her vocal teacher had once taught her. Like bees, the other slaves swarmed around her, carefully removing her dirty clothes, clicking their tongues at the line that divided her skin into two very distinct colors. Rowena continued her scales, closing her eyes against the veiled women who washed her body and hair. She stopped her practice only to wash her face, beginning again as oil was poured over her hair and an ivory comb ran through the strands.
“Come now with the dress,” Sara commanded a young girl as Rowena stopped her voice exercises. The slave combing perfume through her hair stepped away as a pink silk, empire-waist ball gown was presented to Rowena. The style must have been about twenty years out of date, which was why she was allowed to wear it.
Still, as she stepped into the gown and that unmistakable rustling of silk reached her ears, Rowena could not help feeling beautiful. It took much of her strength to keep from crying at the familiar touch against her skin as she smoothed the silk down her concave abdomen. Sara molded her hair into a spiral, smiling at her from the large mirror. Rowena smiled back, knowing Sara couldn’t possibly understand the pain that silk against her skin caused her.
For years, she had denied herself the pleasure or pain of remembering her old life. Carefree afternoons in the garden; dinner parties where she sang for her father’s friends and business partners—it seemed a world away. But now the memory of standing in a pale blue dress with her hair pinned in ringlets was too vivid to dismiss. It was her seventeenth birthday, and she had her future planned out down to the very moment when all of London would shiver with awe at the sound of her voice.
The image that now looked back at her was nothing like the pampered girl she remembered. Instead, she was a woman in an overworked body with darkened, callused hands and gnarled feet.
A self-pitying sigh escaped her as Sara finished the placement of her hair. The older servant raised her brows in a warning. It was an honor to perform for Saed and his guests. An honor to wear a silk ball gown. Rowena didn’t bother explaining herself. She hadn’t spoken in confidence to anyone in so long that she wasn’t sure she knew how anymore.
“You look very beautiful,” Sara whispered with finality in Arabic.
“Shokran Gazillan,” Rowena answered. Her Arabic had improved greatly since Saed had bought her, but it was still heavily accented. Berber, the language she had used to speak to her own servants, was what she spoke in the baignoires. Sara used to speak to Rowena in French, proud that she knew the language fluently, but since the invasion of the French army, Saed had forbidden it from being spoken in his house. Not even Nadira dared to speak it, though it was her mother’s language.
“Master Saed wants you to sing only European songs tonight,” Sara instructed her. “He wishes to impress this man.”
She stepped away to admire Rowena, scrutinizing her with a critical eye. When Rowena received approval with a firm nod, she once again warmed her voice, this time with a song. The bathhouse fell silent as Rowena sang Ave Maria. It was the last song she had learned before her life had changed forever.
Audible sighs of pleasure filled the room. Rowena closed her eyes, pretending she was singing in an opera house in London, with her father watching from the front row. As the last note rang out, she felt something cold placed around her neck. She recoiled and opened her eyes. Sara smiled at her again through the mirror.
“But why?” Rowena asked as she gazed at the heavy, intricate detail of the traditional Algerian necklace. The necklace contained four large rubies, each surrounded by small diamonds. Rowena had never worn anything like this, not even when she had performed for Saed’s brothers just a few months before.
“Nadira told me you should wear it,” Sara answered. “Now, it is time to go. Are you ready?”

      [image: image-placeholder]“The most beautiful voice you have ever heard is right here in our very own home,” Saed announced. “And she is here tonight to honor you, my friend.”
The words gave Rowena no pleasure. Saed would say anything to impress his guest; it did not mean he thought anything of her. She was a slave, here to do his bidding.
At Saed’s signal, the boy slave standing near Rowena tapped his large stick. Immediately, Rowena raised her head and began Auld Lang Syne, the first song her German teacher had ever taught her. As she sang, the young boys sat together on the floor eating dates while the two men smoked. Their manners were relaxed. The Englishman seemed at ease with the local traditions of eating with fingers and passing food to one another, something she had seen many Europeans struggle with when coming to Northern Africa.
Saed was dark, slightly taller than Rowena herself, and although he was strong, there was little build to him. He reminded Rowena always of the men her father used to describe after coming home from a boxing fight. The Englishman was much taller. His skin was tan, and he had a build that was more like those of the slaves who did the heaviest labor. For a moment she found herself lost in the difference of the English man, which caused her to repeat too many verses of an opera she couldn’t quite remember. Noticing a flicker of amusement in his eye, she quickly focused on the top of the curtains as she finished the ballad and began a different song.
After just three more songs, Saed made an impatient gesture for her to stop. He looked grim, which was never a good sign.
“Mr. Sutton, we are honored tonight not only by your presence and company,” he said gravely. His voice lifted the sleepy silence from the room, instantly bringing the family to attention. “But also because you have, by the grace of Allah, saved my first son.”
Saed placed his hands on the young boy’s shoulders and squeezed them with love.
“You have honored me, Saed, with your hospitality and your generosity. I did only what one does for a brother.”
While no one paid attention to her, Rowena dared to look again at the stranger. When she heard his English name, her heart raced. With so much adrenaline running through her veins, she had to fight the urge to faint.
“I grow weary of this concert because it is not enough for what you have done, my friend,” said Saed. “Nadira wishes to give you a gift. One we hope will please you and comfort you, as we are comforted with our son safe and alive.”
He flipped his robes back dramatically. Mohammed stepped up, holding a small, golden box towards Saed. Rowena shrank back, but found a man standing directly behind her, forcing her to stay put. Saed presented the box to Mr. Sutton with ceremonious words that Rowena had trouble understanding. Then Nadira stepped forward, kissing Mr. Sutton’s hands.
Something pushed her forward. She tried to plant her feet firmly onto the floor, but a second later a large staff struck the back of her knees, forcing her to kneel.
“In gratitude, my wife would like to present to you the most beautiful virgin of all our slaves. It is a small payment to the enormous debt that we owe you,” Saed announced as Rowena tried desperately to scramble to her feet, to get out of the way before someone noticed her clumsiness. It was not until Mohammed swiftly kicked her in the side that she understood.
She was the gift.
Anger built up in her chest, but she ground her teeth against it and continued to stay still. Five years ago she might have screamed at them, shouting that she was not cattle to be given away as a present, but now she knew it was of no use. From her kneeling position, the flicker of light from her silver bracelet reminded her she was not Rowena Brayemore now, but Fatia, the slave.
“I am honored by these splendid gifts, my brother,” Mr. Sutton said. A coldness in his voice that hadn’t been there before sent a shiver through Rowena.
Saed laughed. “Tomorrow we will talk more about the business. For now, we should all rest.”
With that, two men whisked Rowena away through the opposite door, where Sara waited.
“Sara!” Rowena gasped as the other woman dragged her through the hallways towards the servant’s quarters.
“Hush,” Sara commanded as they entered the green marbled bathroom.
“La afham!” Rowena whispered. “I don’t understand!”
Sara gently took the pins from Rowena’s hair before quickly pulling a comb through it. Rowena swallowed hard against her tears, but could not stop shaking.
“Stop,” Sara said forcefully. “You are not to cry. Allah has sent you here. This is your life now.”
Rowena shook her head, snatching her chin from Sara’s fingers. “I do not believe in Allah, Sara.”
“Whoever your god is, he has sent you here and made you Saed’s slave. And now Saed has given you to this Englishman. Now! Listen to me!”
Rowena focused her attention on Sara’s stern brown eyes. The severity in them kept her from fainting.
“Listen to me,” she repeated. “You make sure this man likes you. Make sure he understands you are not to be left behind. Saed has given you to him, and if he doesn’t take you with him Saed will see it as a disgrace. He will think that you did something to displease this man and will probably sell you.”
“But I do not want to be this man’s slave. I do not know him.”
“Listen, Fatia! Do not allow fear to swallow you. Think about if this Englishman takes you with him. Perhaps he will take you back to Europe with him and then you will find your life again there. Perhaps he is kind and will do that for you. Won’t he have no choice but to set you free?” Sara turned Rowena around and took up her hair again. “Do whatever you must, Fatia, to make certain this man takes you with him.”
The plan was so clear it shocked her senseless. Perhaps being given to an Englishman as a concubine was not how she had planned it, but it was the only option she had. This was her chance to go home.






  
  Chapter Two


Rowena followed a house slave through the eerily quiet halls, each more exquisitely decorated than the last. The light from the candle cast her shadow high, twisting it at the angle where the wall met the ceiling and curving it over her head. If only she could be so tall, her life would be different. 
A strange tremor of fear and anticipation overcame her at the gruff reply to the knock. The house slave opened the door and glared at Rowena to enter. Inside, Mr. Sutton was sitting at an ebony desk too small to fit his large frame, his back to her. Rowena waited near the door for him to recognize her presence.
But the Englishman only continued writing furiously in his book. Rowena looked around at the silk cushions, the blazing fire, and then to the mountain of food on silver trays on the low table. The idea of eating something drew her forward, but she stopped short after only a few steps. She was uncertain if the food was for her. Or the cushions, for that matter. What a concubine’s rights were, she did not know.
A movement caught her attention. The ebony desk was now empty. Being left alone brought both relief and fear until the sound of tea being poured into cups penetrated the silence. Feeling much like a caged animal, she snapped her head to the right, finding Mr. Sutton across the room.
“I thought you might be hungry,” he said in Arabic.
Rowena found her heartbeat slowing at the man’s gentle voice, though her hands began to sweat when he looked straight at her.
“Master,” she said, bowing her head.
After a moment of silence, the tips of his black boots appeared before her. Cool fingers lifted her chin to force her to look into his eyes.
“Please, don’t lower your head,” he told her. “You are not my slave. I do not own slaves. What is your name?”
“Fatia,” Rowena answered, her throat dry and scratchy.
“Fatia,” he repeated, the name falling gently from his lips. “Please sit down and eat something before you waste away.”
Shame flooded her cheeks at his playful words, but his admittance to not owning slaves troubled her more than her pride. She needed to convince him to take her away from Algeria.
“My lord, in Algeria it is still legal to give people as a gift. To not take me would be a dishonor to Saed.” The moment the words spilled out of her, she gulped in fear.
Much to her dismay, she watched his face fill with anger instead of sympathy. The man marched towards the fireplace and violently deposited his goblet on the mantel.
“Damn it!” he growled in English. “This whole situation disgusts me.”
For the first time in her life, Rowena’s heart sank at hearing English words. She disgusted him. A slave. A woman who spent all day scrubbing or mending clothes. She looked at the traces of green streaked across her palms from the last vat of dye. A refined gentleman would not want to bother with her.
But he must take her. That much Sara had made clear. Renewed determination filled her, brushing aside her shame. She must do everything possible to convince him to take her away. This would be her last chance.
“Sit and eat,” Mr. Sutton said. It was obvious he was struggling to hold his irritation at bay.
Still, the small hint of sympathy in him made Rowena happy to comply. It seemed sincere enough. Perhaps if she could show him obedience, she could convince him to take her away.
She could feel his eyes on her as she chewed quietly, and was suddenly aware of how low the nightdress was cut. She squirmed on the cushion, keeping her eyes down as she finished her three dates. The man moved about in front of her, but she did not look up—not until he thrust a silver plate piled high with food at her.
“Eat a proper meal,” he said, his Arabic betraying his English grammar.
When she took the plate, their fingers grazed against each other subtly. The tension in the air, her revealing nightgown, and the knowledge of the duties expected of her all made her nerves crackle like a lit candle wick.
Mr. Sutton displayed no emotion as he leaned back, quietly smoking his cigarillo. His calm only spurned her nerves into a frenzy, making her breath catch and her fingers shake.

      [image: image-placeholder]In all his years of doing business in North Africa, Christophe had never been in a situation like this before. A virgin. As a gift for doing what anyone would have done. Christophe blew the smoke out forcefully as he looked towards the fire. If only he had let the boy drown.
But, of course, that wasn’t a solution either.
He rose to pace back and forth, but being so close to the fire was suffocating, and he needed to think. In a fit of annoyance, he opted for the window and the vast desert night sky. The moon and all the millions of stars shone brightly everywhere he looked. It was an image he always missed whenever he was in London; nothing soothed more than the expanse of the black sky and the twinkling stars. Nothing made a man, or his troubles, feel smaller.
The calm of the night at least soothed his head. He was weary after the rather stressful day and needed sleep. Ignoring the girl and his predicament, he began the task of undressing, leaving himself in only the thin muslin shirt and silk dinner trousers. The nights were cool in the mountains, yet he still found the English-style clothing asphyxiating. He had worn them at dinner only because he knew Saed would wear the same. His gifts for Saed had included a few jackets and trousers from the latest styles in Europe. Since the French invasion, European-style clothing was scarce in Algeria.
A stirring near the fire reminded Christophe of his inconvenient reality. He looked to the stars for an answer, but heard nothing. For the next few weeks, he must once again travel over the mountains into Morocco with his fresh supplies. To get there safely, he would need to travel partway with a band of desert pirates who would guarantee his protection in return for a hefty payment. Bringing a girl with him was impossible.
Christophe turned to find the sofa empty. Before he could sigh with relief, he noticed candlelight moving towards him from the dressing room. He had been so deep in his thoughts that he hadn’t even noticed her entering it. Now she came out wearing only a simple white gown. The oil lamp she held out to light her way gleamed off the folds in the sheer fabric formed by her small breasts and curved hips. Her brown hair, glowing with red streaks in the light, cascaded in waves down her shoulders and back. Christophe noticed that her thin shoulders shook slightly.
When he said nothing, she stopped in front of the fireplace. There the light burst through her dressing gown, leaving almost nothing to the imagination. Christophe immediately retreated to the window, disgusted at his body’s weak reaction.
“I will ring for someone to come and make another bed for me in the dressing room,” he said coolly, keeping her out of his line of sight.
“No!”
The force of the word stunned him into freezing mid-step. He turned to her and within five long strides; he stood in front of her, glaring down into her eyes.
“Do not say no to me,” he said in a low, controlled voice. Anger boiled within him at the situation of suddenly owning a slave, but he did not know how to explain something so complicated in Arabic.
“Please, my lord,” she whispered, throwing herself at his feet with a whimper. “I am sure I can please you, my lord. Please don’t throw me out. Just tell me what I am to do. I will do anything you ask. Please, give me a chance to please you.”
“Get up,” Christophe said, lowering his voice to what he hoped sounded gentler. “I cannot accept a gift like this. It is not my culture, but your own.”
He grasped her arm, noticing at once that she was thinner than a starving child, and pulled her to her feet. The thin fabric of the nightgown ripped, and she shivered in fear at the sound. Again, he cursed his dilemma.
“My lord, although it is not your culture, Master Saed has given me to you and you must take me,” she said. Her courage faltered soon enough, though, and she immediately lowered her head. “It would please my master and myself if you would take me as your servant.”
Christophe’s deep laughter surprised even himself. What a situation he was in.
“Would it please you, my dear, really?” he asked as he lifted her chin to see her expression. “Why are you begging me to do this to you? Do you really want a stranger to strip you of your innocence?”
“I am now yours,” she answered stubbornly.
Christophe noticed the anxious set of her shoulders and the ripple in her throat at the words. Fear and longing filled her eyes, as well as determination. Everything about her confounded him.
“I cannot do this to you,” he whispered as he let go of her chin.
To his surprise, the girl relaxed her face and rolled back her shoulders. She turned her lips up, and then took a step closer. He stood still as she took another, then another, until she stood just a few inches from him. Slowly she placed her palms on his chest, then leaned in and placed her lips on his mouth.
His traitorous body reacted immediately to that light touch. Almost instantly his breathing became heavy, and the desire to do the unthinkable flashed through him.
No! He could not.
And yet he could not move away. She closed the gap between them, her small breasts now touching his chest, her hands now moving up his neck. Without thinking, he opened his mouth and drew her lips closer with his own. Undoubtedly, she had no experience in the matter. But when his hands closed around her thin hips and his mouth pressed harder against hers, she responded with timid human instinct.
Just as the girl became soft and malleable, Christophe came to his senses. With more force than was needed for her slight frame, he pushed her away. He grimaced when she fell softly into the large pillows and cushions placed around the table.
“I cannot do this,” he repeated. The entire situation was too much. Traveling through the desert with a woman would be extremely dangerous. It would be much easier to leave her here.
“Please, sir,” she pleaded with him in Berber. “Saed will think there is something wrong with me.”
In spite of himself, his eyes roamed the silhouette of her naked form visible beneath the gown, taking in where she was soft and where she was angled from lack of food. From her collarbone up, her skin was dark, but below that, she had paler skin than he. It was not uncommon on the great Barbary Coast to find white slaves. Pirates had sold captured and sold European slaves for centuries, and he had seen many in his years traveling through here. Still, her paleness surprised him.
He looked into her eyes. They were brown, ringed with a bit of green. Like copper, oxidized on the edges. In them, willpower outweighed her fear of the unknown. The fear of her master punishing her was clearly more than the shame of her innocence being taken. Saed was a good man, but he still had to preserve his dignity. Sutton reached out to finger the torn material of her gown and sighed.
“Get dressed, Fatia,” he whispered, but before she could protest, he continued. “I will not allow Saed to think you displeased me, but I cannot do this to you. I will sleep at the foot of the bed tonight. In the morning, before the servants come in, I will lie next to you so there will be no rumors.”
He turned away from her to give her some semblance of privacy as she gathered the torn gown together. When he dared to turn around again, he found that she had gathered blankets from the large bed and made a small bed next to it.
“I think that might be too small for me,” Christophe chuckled. Strangely enough, he had laughed twice already with her.
“You will sleep on the bed, my lord,” Fatia mumbled. “It is more certain that I will wake up before another person comes in here than you.”
There was no use in arguing with the girl, who had already snuggled deep into the blankets. With a sigh, he lay down on the bed, feeling like a cad. A gentleman would never accept the bed and allow a lady to sleep on the floor. But then again, he was only a gentleman in name—and she was not a lady, but a slave. It didn’t seem to be a problem with a solution. Not a suitable solution, at any rate.
Christophe turned on his side. He watched the bundle of blankets rise and fall rhythmically until his eyelids closed and his own breathing slowly matched hers.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Have a good night, Sutton?” José asked, leaning against a large tree. His attention moved to a slave nearby, packing dye in a trunk, before Christophe could answer. “Drop that, and I will see that you pay for it.”
Christophe sighed audibly at his business partner, choosing to ignore the earlier comment altogether.
“What?” José shrugged. “If they do not have someone yelling at them they do not do it correctly. Will you be ready to leave tomorrow morning, or will you be too busy?”
The glint in José’s eye turned Christophe’s stomach. He glanced at the window where he had left Fatia before taking the paperwork from Mohammed.
“Ah, she must be good, then,” José laughed, this time in Arabic for Mohammed’s benefit. “She kept you up all night and you still want more, eh?”
“Cállate, José,” Christophe retorted, looking over the numbers one more time. “Where is the aquamarine dye?”
Mohammed’s smile faded instantly.
“It will come in this afternoon, my lord,” the man said nervously. “Saed sent some of his men to make certain it will arrive.”
“Everything should have been here yesterday already. We need it properly packed in straw before we leave,” Christophe drawled, stepping closer to the shorter man. “And we leave tomorrow morning. Early.”
For a moment Mohammed looked back at him, his eyes shuttering every emotion.
“Yes, my lord. It will be here. Saed was very sorry to learn that it was delayed.”
José clapped Christophe on the back with a laugh. “Do not worry, Sutton. It will be here. Already the other dyes and materials are being packed. We should still be able to leave when we wish. You, wrap those tightly and make certain to put much straw around inside the crate. If I find one silver piece missing I will have your hand.”
“José,” Christophe warned.
“Do not worry, Sutton,” José said, flashing his yellow teeth. “I am not so serious. I do not wish to cut off another man’s hand. Come, look at this beautiful colt I bought for us from Saed.”
“Is he broken in? Perhaps Fatia could ride him.”
José’s brown eyes turned black at the mention of the girl. Knowing an argument was coming, Christophe turned his nose to the young horse, petting his black neck rhythmically to keep his pulse steady.
“She is coming? With us?”
Christophe tried to smile at his friend, but his attempt faded upon seeing José’s pursed lips.
“The desert is no place for a girl. She is just a slave. Leave her here.”
“Saed would be insulted. I do not know what will become of her if I leave her here.”
“Bah! Nothing will become of her more than her staying in Saed’s harems or being married to another slave. It is their plight. It is none of your business, and you should not make it your business.”
“She is coming with us.”
“Why?” José asked, leaning against the stall door.
“It’s already decided, José. I pay you to help me with the journey. I do not pay you for opinions on what I should or should not bring with me.”
“Of course, Mr. Sutton,” José said with a mocking bow. “But she will not ride this horse. I will keep the stallion for myself. Look, there is Youssef. Let us go talk to Saed.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Saed paced from one argan tree to another, scowling at the goats stuck within the branches.
“Farouk!” he yelled, dashing his whip against the trunk where the loudest goat was bleating. “Get these ridiculous creatures out of this tree! Then make certain all the oil that Sutton wished to buy is properly accounted for and packed. Now!”
“Yes, Master,” panted Farouk, out of breath from running a group of goats down the trail. “Simon and Zahir are back, Master. They are coming up the long road.”
Saed left Farouk and the bleating goat to look down the road to his mansion. Two slaves were walking towards the houses, immediately changing direction and pace the moment they saw him. Farther down the road came a lumbering wagon, laden down with crates of dyes and other supplies he had ordered the slaves to find.
“A good trip?” Saed asked, grabbing the cypress paper scroll from Zahir.
The slave only gave a slight nod before stepping farther back—an experienced movement. When Saed’s eyes dropped to where the price of the dye was written, his whip rose and fell with a crash against the rock, skimming Simon’s foot. Simon jumped back in pain but chose to bite his lip instead of crying out.
Saed waited, watching. Simon knew what his master expected. He straightened himself up, shifting his weight evenly onto both feet.
Pleased, Saed turned back to Zahir. “Zahir. An explanation, please.”
The tall, dark-skinned man stepped forward, his eyes warily watching Saed’s whip. “The French, Master. They burned down a factory in Saida. Master Rachid says if you have the opportunity to sell yours out of the country, to do so. The price to smuggle it out of the country has also gone up. Right there, a note at the bottom, Master Saed.”
Saed waved his slaves away from his sight and cursed again—in Berber and Arabic for good measure. Sutton would not like this. Not at all. He must change the price from what they had agreed on. There was a good reason, but Sutton would not like it.
“Salam, brother,” Sutton said steadily. Saed looked up to find the Englishman atop a magnificent stallion and Saed’s son Amir next to him on his own. “Will you ride with us?”
“Yes, brother,” Saed said, his smile not quite staying on his lips. “But I think perhaps we should talk first. I have news from the village. And your dyes, you see?”
Sutton’s gaze followed Saed’s hand, waving towards the road. Several slaves now worked to carry the crates into a large building to package them correctly for the journey.
“The oil should be finished and packed as well, Sutton,” Saed said, his breath quivering, knowing he had to deliver the bad news. “But the price has changed. For the dyes, you see.”
Sutton turned his dark blue eyes to him, and Saed resisted the powerful urge to pull back.
“You think I am cheating you. I can see it in your face,” Saed said, his voice much calmer than his heart. “But I am not, you see. The slaves came back with the aquamarine dye and with news that prices are soaring everywhere. The French, they are to blame for all of this. They are making these prices rise.”
“Yes, I heard that a factory was burned down,” Sutton said slowly. “But then I heard that several smuggling ships were also burned. Getting the dye out of the country will become very expensive as well, brother.”
Saed stiffened, his hope that Sutton would not be so well informed now snuffed out. High prices were worthless if the dyes sat in his storage houses. Sutton was here, ready to take much of his inventory for a price that was already fair. And yet Saed could not resist negotiating. If the Englishman paid more, Saed would not have to worry about money for a long time.
“I wish things were different these days, my friend,” Saed said. “If they were, I would be preparing to leave for Paris soon. My wife would be happier there, buying new dresses and spending time drinking English tea with her cousins, and I would be smoking cigarettes and cigars imported from the Indies while making new business partners. If only the French were more comprehensive of the situation – if only they would simply pay back the debt they owe to Algeria for the wheat that they ate.”
Sutton only gave a noncommittal grunt. The silence weighed heavily on Saed’s chest as he smoked, looking at his English brother through narrowed eyes until the silence exploded within him.
“I must ask four hundred pounds, brother. I cannot go lower.”
Sutton leveled his black gaze at Saed, sending lightning bolts through the smaller man’s body.
“That,” Sutton said evenly, “is a fortune.”
Saed swallowed hard, gathering strength from deep within himself before countering. “It is fair. I cannot sell dye to you at one price and turn around to sell to my other friends and neighbors at another price. That would be deceitful. I must keep it fair to everyone. If I set a low price with you, I will not make it through the winter. If the fighting comes here, I might lose everything.”
Sutton made no show of surprise, and yet he said nothing for a moment. He took a long drag on his cigarette and looked at the sky. Saed’s stomach lurched with anticipation. Sometimes Sutton’s anger was worse when quiet.
Finally, he quoted another price.
“But that is so much lower!” cried Saed, wanting to appear dramatic even though the price was still a bit higher than that in town. “But as you are my esteemed brother and the one who saved my son from drowning, I will close the price with a shake of your hand, as we would have in London.”
“As you wish, brother,” Sutton said, thrusting his hand out.
Saed’s small hand disappeared into the Englishman’s large hand, and he instantly regretted suggesting the action at all. He eyed his son, who sat upon his horse, patiently watching them. Saed refused to allow his slight build to deflect from his victory in this negotiation.
“Let us ride a bit, Sutton. It is too hot to stay immobile for too long.”
Saed threw himself onto his beautiful gelding with grace, though Sutton did so almost as gracefully with his bulk. Still, he refused to keep comparing himself to the Englishman who was so staunch and cold. He had won, and winning always aroused him. The pinpricks running up and down his body brought him to a different topic.
“How did you find your gift, Sutton?”
“She is a beautiful girl,” Sutton said, keeping his stallion slightly ahead of Saed’s gelding.
“Ah, yes. She is pretty. But perhaps too pretty to travel the desert in the company of so many men?”
“She will be well cared for,” Christophe answered carefully.
Saed looked to the sky, thinking on how to convince his friend to leave the girl behind. “I was merely noting that you have a long journey ahead of you, and wondered if it was imprudent of Nadira to give you such a gift. Perhaps it is a gift more trouble than it is worth. How will you accommodate her during your journey? José made mention of the problems she might cause for Omar. If that is the case, I would not think it an insult if you did not want to take her with you. I do not wish to burden you on your journey.”     
“She will work. There is no need for me to treat her as a wife when she is a slave,” Sutton said evenly, not seeming to notice how his answer affected Saed.
When the slave girl had stepped forward as Nadira’s gift, jealousy had instantly penetrated his bones, just as it was doing again at this moment. Nadira knew her place enough to never complain about Saed satisfying his appetite elsewhere, but he now knew that she did not truly love or understand him. If she did, she would have given him the slave girl to enjoy, not an Englishman. No matter his saving Youssef. A visit to the harem for Sutton would have been sufficient.
“Sutton, please. Do not try to tell me she is not a burden. I apologize for Nadira’s thoughtless gift. We will not be insulted if you must leave her here. She is still very useful to us.”
“I have already made arrangements to bring her along with us,” Sutton said smoothly. “If she works, she will not be a burden.”
“Do you think she is strong enough to work all day in the desert sun, sleeping little at night and affronting, perhaps, attacks from French soldiers or other tribes at the border of Morocco?”
“I expect no trouble, my friend, neither from the French nor from the native tribes on the border,” Christophe said with a smile. “It will be good to have someone else working with us, and I am eternally grateful to you for giving me an extra worker—something I would not have understood that I needed until it was too late. Besides, a female’s touch at the end of a long day is always welcome, is it not?”
Saed masked his disappointment with indifference. He could not push the subject further. He spurred his horse to a run, trying to bide his time until he could visit his harem.






  
  Chapter Three


The first rays of sunlight streamed through the windows, waking Rowena to the day she would leave Saed’s house. The day before, the Englishman had left her alone in the room; the door locked against her leaving. No one had come except one boy to leave her some food at midday. When Mr. Sutton had come back to the room, he had said nothing except that they would leave in the morning. 
Now Rowena jumped out of her makeshift bed and looked about the room. The giant bed was empty.
Panic rose in her throat, but it quickly dissipated at the noise coming from the bath. Realizing she was holding her breath, she let the air out slowly and finished folding the blanket. A smile dared to creep across her lips as the sun pressed its way up beyond the horizon. Today was her last day here. She was leaving half free. For a moment, the urge to hug herself and scream with joy overcame Rowena, but years of being held in slavery soon rebuked her for believing too soon.
“England,” she whispered to herself in English, and cringed. The word was foreign to her ears. After five years of only Berber, Arabic and a little French, Rowena wasn’t certain she would ever get her English back properly.
“Are you ready?”
Rowena turned around to face the man she was now unable to see as anything other than the one who was taking her away from slavery.
“Take some food, if you wish,” he said, pointing to the tray from the night before. “We won’t be stopping to eat for a few hours. There are clean clothes, along with a headscarf, here for you. I will meet you in the courtyard in fifteen minutes. Don’t be late.”
“Yes, Master.”
Once the door shut behind Sutton, Rowena scrambled to stuff food into two different bags: one for her and one for Selma. If she ran quickly, she could be in the slave quarters and back to the courtyard in well under fifteen minutes.
The day had already begun for many in the slave quarters, but Rowena found Selma still there, slowly wrapping a scarf around her hair. She stood when Rowena entered the tent, a strange look washing over her face. They stood separated by several beds, looking at each other, knowing it would be the last time they ever saw each other. Desperate sadness overwhelmed Rowena as she approached her adopted mother.
“I am leaving, Mother. Saed has given me to the Englishman.”
Selma nodded. She kept her face stoic, but sadness flashed in her eyes.
“I wish I could take you with me,” Rowena told her, practically admitting to her hope that the Englishman would set her free.
Selma took Rowena’s hand in her own and squeezed it. “I hope he is kind to you,” she said. “But you leave me behind, in your past. I am here with my son and husband.”
Time was running out. Rowena must leave the slave quarters now, but something kept her staring at the woman who had taken the place of a nurturer to her during the last three years. Selma’s eyes glistened, as though she herself were holding back tears. At the sight, Rowena threw herself towards Selma and enveloped her in a hug.
“Oh, Mother,” she whispered, allowing her agony to show.
Selma squeezed Rowena tightly for a second, then pushed her gently away.
“Goodbye, Fatia,” she said, her voice deep with sorrow, and then turned away.
Rowena ran out as fast as she could. She couldn’t let her guilt keep her from her only chance at escaping.

      [image: image-placeholder]The first day of the journey passed quickly. Fatia had kept the pace well enough, but fell asleep the moment she lay down. Christophe ignored José’s quips about her uselessness and endured his friend’s ridicule when he covered her with both blankets, leaving himself with nothing.
Without the protection of a tent, it was the early morning cold that woke him more than Fatia stirring close by. He watched her make coffee over the fire embers before greeting her softly. A beautiful pink covered her cheeks, though she said nothing.
The moment was ruined when José awoke.
“Let’s go,” he growled as he marched off to the privy hole. “We can be at the site by late afternoon.”
“No coffee, José?” Christophe asked on his return. “Fatia went to the trouble to make some.”
José grabbed the mug, grumbling, as Fatia set about giving each of the camels their grain for the morning. Christophe said nothing, knowing anything he said would be used against her. José had decided not to like Fatia, and his mind wouldn’t be changed with any amount of words.
“I will be over there,” José declared, indicating no place in particular with a wave of his hand. “Call me when you are ready to go.”
Christophe raised his brows at the pink sky, showing the early hour to José, but his business partner only gritted his teeth harder and marched away. Fatia appeared out of nowhere with more coffee and a bowl of bread, cheese, and mutton. She marched behind José, careful to leave the things on a large, fallen tree without saying a word. It was difficult for Christophe not to voice his exasperation when José pointedly ignored Fatia, picking up the food only after she left.
“Sit down,” he told her, as they both approached the fire. She obeyed, but when he gathered the breakfast he noticed there was only one other bowl of food. “Aren’t you hungry?”
Fatia showed him the bag of two-day-old food she had, as though to say she deserved no more. Christophe’s frustration got the best of him, showing in a deep exhalation. “Take some of mine.”
“No, Master,” Fatia answered.
Christophe breathed slowly through his nose before turning his eyes on the rising sun. Over the last few days he had come to accept that he was taking her to Melilla, where she would automatically become a free woman. A good final solution to the problematic situation he found himself in. What he hadn’t considered until now was his responsibility to her once she was free. The way she continued to respond to him, he was starting to wonder if freeing a human from slavery was a bit like sending a domesticated animal back into the wild. The realization that it might take longer than this journey for her to adapt to freedom began to grow alarmingly large within him.
“It is not so easy, is it, Sutton?” José asked. His voice was void of any jest as they saddled the horses together after breakfast. “My sister, she was taken a long time ago. My father tried to buy her back, as his family did for him.”
“Where is she now?”
José looked far out into the distance. “She was married and wouldn’t come back. So, what do you plan to do with her? Will you take an Algerian slave with you to England?”
“I don’t think she is Algerian.”
José shrugged, his momentary compassion gone. “Many slaves around here were once from Europe. The Berber pirates are no longer raiding the European port towns, but they do capture the occasional boat. There are many Europeans or half-breeds living in Morocco and Algeria as well. Or perhaps she was sold by her family.”
Christophe’s stomach flipped. He glanced back at the strange girl, absently petting her camel’s leg as though in love with the beast. José was right. The Barbary slave trade had been around for centuries now, with the Berber pirates taking European ships captive and turning all those aboard into slaves in North Africa. The lifespan of a Berber slave was less than ten years if he was kept working on the boat. If they were sold on the slave market, any number of things could happen to them. Some countries, like Spain, organized themselves to pay ransoms and get their people back home. England, though, had a habit of quickly forgetting about its captured people—especially since historically it was poor people living near the coast who were most affected. God forbid the genteel and aristocrats look after their poor countrymen.
Christophe frowned as the caravan set out. Fatia’s pretty face was sun-tanned, and her eyes held no more joy of youth, if ever they had, but otherwise she seemed quite young. He remembered the European songs she had sung and her beautiful voice. The Latin songs had been sung without an accent, the words precise and without mistakes. With her pure voice that seemed ready for the opera house, the only explanation could be that she had not been born a slave.
He licked his wind-chapped lips as his horse moved forward, guiding the camels along. The girl might not have been born a slave, but she had been one long enough for the institution to break her.
Christophe stole glances at Fatia throughout the day, but the time passed without a word spoken. She kept her gaze set straight ahead as she walked alongside the camels. When she developed a slight limp, Christophe almost changed places with her. But he knew better than to walk into Omar’s camp with a female slave riding on his own horse. Omar wouldn’t steal from him, but showing weakness of any sort could bring disaster with Omar’s men. Already Christophe was taking a serious risk with so much cargo. If at least two-thirds of the goods made it to England, he would make more in their sales than the whole Parliament made in a year. Still, with the French invading further south and the Algerian people fighting back, he could end up losing his life here in this foreign land. Even before the French had invaded, it had taken a brave man to come here, where trust in Europeans was low.
Looking out into the strange desert spotted with palm trees and ragged, sharp bushes, the familiar heaviness settled in Christophe’s chest. He had hoped the sand of Algeria would scrub away the pain of his regret, but it seemed to only uncover it, leaving it vulnerable to the wind. Each time the wind whistled through the trees, sounding just like Dolores’ screams of pain, his heart stilled, reminding him vividly that the cry of a baby had never followed hers.
“I’m going to take care of some business,” José said.
Before Christophe could say a word, José jumped onto his horse and galloped away. Setting his memories aside, Christophe dismounted and took the leads of the camels. It took much more effort than it was worth to cajole the beasts closer to Fatia, but when he finally did, Christophe was greeted with a low, beautiful melody. As his shadow covered her, she stopped humming and looked away.
During his time working in North Africa, Christophe had seen people treat their slaves worse than animals. There was much cruelty in the world, he knew, but most of it came from people who thought themselves to be better than others. He couldn’t understand how, if no one could choose where they were born, one could be so cruel as to believe themselves better than someone born a few seas over, or even a few streets away.
A whistle in the distance drew their attention. Fatia dropped several paces behind him as José and another man appeared atop their horses. Christophe dropped the reins for Fatia to pick up before jogging towards the men.
“Peace be with you, my brother,” he called out.
Omar dismounted and grasped Christophe’s broad shoulders in his weathered hands. “Peace be with you, my brother!” he laughed. “It has been so long!”
He kissed Christophe’s cheeks, then signaled to a man on another black stallion to take his horse before he wrapped his arm around Christophe’s shoulders and laughed again. “How are you, my friend? I have not seen you in a long time.”
“Two years is not so long, brother,” Christophe said with an answering laugh. “I am well, Omar. Very well.”
Omar dipped his head, the weight of his turban bringing his whole torso forward.
“You seem different. Possibly sadder?” he said with narrowed eyes. “You had decided to marry when you last left us. She did not accept?”
Christophe jerked his head back slightly. The usual haunting ache again drenched him.
“She passed on, brother,” was all he felt able to say.
“I am sorry to hear it,” Omar said, clapping Christophe on the back twice. “Some women get into our hearts.”
Dolores had never had his heart, but Christophe didn’t wish to discuss her with Omar.
“And your cousin, Albert? I enjoyed his humor when he came with you long ago.”
Once again, his heart stilled.
“Also passed on, brother,” he said. Albert and he had come to North Africa together to set up business and traveled through the desert and its towns with Omar for almost a year before going on to Spain to connect their business with the continent. “How is your family doing, Omar? Your wife and sons?” Christophe added, keeping his face clear of emotion with great effort.
“They are well,” Omar said, his chest puffing with pride. “My oldest is almost a man now. I think the next time we meet, he will be with us. That is a lot of cargo, my brother.” His eyes were serious. “Much more than you took the last time. And this time there is a blockade. It is even more dangerous than usual.”
“Few would attempt to steal from you, Omar.”
“You flatter me, Christophe, but things have changed a bit since the blockade. Many are angry at the French and want to alienate Algeria from any European grasp. They blockade us when it is they who owe us money!”
“I admit that I do not understand their behavior.”
“Typical Englishman. I am sorry, my brother, we will not speak more of the politics tonight. Tonight, we will celebrate!”
Christophe paused for a moment and glanced behind to where Fatia and the camels awaited instructions. Omar’s man held his master’s reins while openly gaping at Fatia. Omar also looked, his curiosity piqued.
“You are taking a slave back with you this time?” José snorted and swore in Spanish. “Perhaps you are looking for a wife here in Algeria? You do not like those white English ladies? Yes—I think I once said you were best suited for one of our beautiful women.”
Christophe smiled wryly. “A gift from Saed for saving his boy from drowning.”
“I heard rumors of your heroic rescue, but I heard nothing about the prize. It is starting to make sense, then.” Omar winked at José.
“What does?” asked José.
“An old friend is working with me. He offered his services just yesterday.”
“Who?”
“Yacine,” Omar said.
Christophe drew back from the conversation, saying nothing. Yacine never offered anything for free, at least not in Christophe’s experience. Something had been set in motion, and he would need to find out what.
With grim determination, he threw himself back onto his horse and signaled Omar and Fatia to follow him into camp.






  
  Chapter Four


The campsite was in the enclave of a rocky hillside. Upon arriving, Rowena stood apart from the camels, thinking it better to be out of sight than in the way. Thankfully, the men took no notice of her as they worked. 
When the cargo was taken from the camels and the men disappeared, Rowena dared to creep through the campsite. She was hoping to find Sutton, who had left with Omar almost immediately, leaving her alone to tend to the tent. She pulled her hijab across her face as men stopped to leer at her. Though few dared to say anything, nor did they bother to move out of her way: it was she who had to move in the other direction. The freedom she had tasted over the last few days was gone now, replaced by the fear that had kept her company for the last five years.
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