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        London, June, 1810

      

      

      Alexandra Alastair lay in her slim-posted bed beneath green silk hangings, her hands flat on the coverlet, and debated whether she dared add the viscount next door to her list of eligible suitors.

      Grayson Finley, Viscount Stoke.

      She knew very little about him, save that he’d disappeared from England as a lad and had turned up again a week ago to take the title of Viscount Stoke, left to him by his second cousin.

      Alexandra’s friend Lady Featherstone had discovered that the new viscount was thirty-five years of age, unmarried, and quite rich. Very possibly, Lady Featherstone had speculated, he’d opened up the house in Grosvenor Street because he intended to seek a wife.

      He certainly was different from the other gentlemen on Alexandra’s list, who were all polite, respectable, and likely to make her a quiet and steadfast second husband. Her first husband had been anything but steadfast, dying by falling down the stairs in the house of one of his mistresses.

      Alexandra’s head throbbed in the summer night’s humid air. Thoughts of her deceased husband always made her head ache. Which was why she and Lady Featherstone had so carefully pared down the list, learning about any shortcomings of each gentleman on it. The gentlemen who had succeeded in remaining on the list were dependable, trustworthy, respectable.

      And dull. Hopelessly dull. Alexandra squeezed her eyes shut.

      The viscount, on the other hand, was extremely interesting. His skin was sun-bronzed, a liquid color that spoke of lands far from foggy London, and he wore his gold-streaked hair unfashionably long and pulled into a queue. His gaze, which lingered on Alexandra more than was polite when they passed at their front doors, showed her that his eyes were dark blue like twilight in June.

      Sometimes he went out with only a loose greatcoat shrugged on over a shirt and calfskin breeches, and leather boots that reached above his knees. His broad shoulders filled out his coat, and the small smile he sent her way made Alexandra’s heart race.

      Yes, he was quite different. Alexandra refused to let herself use Lady Featherstone’s words — most splendidly and magnificently handsome.

      The carriages and horses the viscount hired were fine, but Annie and Amy, her twin downstairs maids, had told her that he’d opened up only a few rooms in the house next door. Everything else remained dark, dusty, and unused.

      The viscount kept a massive manservant with very dark skin and a bald head creased with scars. Alexandra’s footman, Jeffrey, a big lad, was terrified of the viscount’s manservant. Of course, it was difficult to imagine someone of whom Jeffrey was not terrified.

      Other gentlemen who came and went included a young man of about her own age, who dressed as casually as the viscount, and a short man with a leathery face, a cheerful grin, and an Irish brogue.

      None of them looked terribly steady and dependable. But, on the other hand, definitely not dull.

      Alexandra opened her eyes and took a long breath, trying to still the pounding in her head. She wanted a steady and dependable gentleman, did she not? One who, above all, had a fondness for children. Because if she did not marry one of the steady and dependable gentlemen from the list, Alexandra Alastair would never have children.

      Once, long ago, she’d borne a child. Her husband had looked almost relieved when the little lad had died, only hours old. Alexandra’s grief had taken her to a place of darkness, from which she’d never quite returned. Theophile had pretty much ignored her after that, and Alexandra had never conceived again.

      A cooling breeze from the window touched the tears on her cheeks. Her bedchamber faced her garden, and the scent of new roses drifted to her from the vines at the windows. She loved her garden, which had been her retreat, her sanctuary, during her five years of marriage to Theophile Alastair.

      From the garden now, she heard voices. Male voices.

      They came to her quite clearly — sharp, angry, grim. Puzzled, Alexandra brushed the tears from her cheeks and sat up.

      She realized that the voices came not from her garden but from the house next door. The window next to hers must be open, and sounds were floating from one house to the next.

      Alexandra flipped back the covers and slid from the bed, her feet finding the warmth of her slippers. She snatched up the peignoir that lay on the armchair and slid it on, tying the ribbons down the front. She approached the window and pulled back the drape.

      A man’s voice, drawling and unfamiliar, was saying, “So tell me, Finley, why a man from the Admiralty visited you today. If I like your answer, I might just let you live.”
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        * * *

      

      Grayson Finley struggled for breath. The coarse rope cut his throat as his feet scrabbled for purchase, and more rope burned his wrists behind his back.

      The dim, dry part of his mind reflected that he’d survived James Ardmore’s near-hanging trick before. That time, Ardmore had relented and cut him down, but only after he’d extracted a terrible promise. This time . . . who the hell knew what Ardmore had in mind this time?

      Grayson’s toes would not quite take his weight, only enough to keep the noose from completely cutting off his breath. Ardmore had looped the rope through a heavy ring in the ceiling, and he held the other end, able to pull the rope tight or loosen it as he chose. Ardmore wanted Grayson to struggle, to almost succeed in saving himself, until Grayson grew too tired of fighting and dropped, crushing his own throat.

      The dark-haired, grim-faced Ardmore had once been Grayson’s closest friend. Grayson had rescued Ardmore from a cage on a pirate ship, and later, the two had joined the mutiny that had launched the adventures of Ardmore and Finley, co-captains of the Majesty and the terror of the seas. They’d been all of eighteen years old.

      Ardmore had burst in not an hour before with his band of pirate hunters. Jacobs, Grayson’s second-in-command, had held them off while Grayson got Maggie to safety. Jacobs was lying downstairs now, holding his wounded side, five of Ardmore’s men pointing pistols at him. They’d trussed up Grayson and hauled him upstairs so Ardmore could string him up and try to learn his secrets.

      He jerked on the rope, and Grayson’s feet left the ground. Black danced before his eyes. Ardmore drawled in his Charleston accent, “Tell me. Or Jacobs dies.”

      Grayson drew stinging air into his throat. He didn’t really give a damn whether Ardmore found out English secrets, and throwing Ardmore a bone might make the man leave him alone for a while. “The French king.”

      Ardmore’s eyes narrowed. “The last French king was beheaded twenty years ago.”

      “King in exile. Gone missing.”

      The rope slackened. Grayson’s feet hit the floor. He gulped air, fire flickering the edges of his vision.

      “Louis Bourbon?” Ardmore asked in genuine surprise. “The English have lost track of their pet monarch? Interesting. What do they expect you to do about it?”

      “They think pirates in pay of French agents took him,” Grayson said the best he could. “They think I’ll know who’s capable of smuggling him back to France. Besides you, I mean.”

      “So they have you hopping to find out where he is? Or, what, they’ll arrest you for past crimes?”

      “Something like that.”

      Ardmore seemed to think this amusing, then he gave Grayson a long, cold look. He tied the rope fast to the bedpost, the line taut enough so that Grayson’s toes just touched the floor if he stretched them. Ardmore had been tying lines for seventeen years, and Grayson knew the knot would not be weak.

      “I’ll leave you now,” Ardmore said. “Maybe Oliver will return in time to save you. Maybe he won’t. In the meantime, you can hang there and wonder how long it will take for you to die.”

      Grayson tried to swallow air, tried to lean his head back to open his throat. Ardmore came close to Grayson and looked up into his face. “It took my brother a long time to die,” he said. “Think on that while you dance.”

      His light green eyes were like ice. The trouble between Captains Ardmore and Finley had started on a long-ago day when Grayson had married the Tahitian woman, Sara, whom Ardmore had loved. That event had led, across years and through the waterways of the world, to James Ardmore staring up at Grayson in this London bedchamber and wishing him dead.

      Ardmore gave Grayson a final look of cold fury and left the room, his heavy footsteps ringing in the hall. Grayson heard him descend the staircase then give curt orders to his men below. The front door opened, and, after a moment, closed. Then, silence.

      The rope creaked from the ring in the ceiling. The ring also supported the chandelier, an iron thing from centuries past. If Grayson jerked hard enough, he might dislodge the circle of iron, which could sever the rope. Or, the chandelier might fall and crush the life out of him.

      The bed was too far across the room to be of any use, but the straight-backed chair might help. Now to discover if Ardmore had left it just out of reach or near enough.

      As Grayson walked his toes toward the chair, he damned himself for lowering his guard. Ardmore and his men had overwhelmed him and Jacobs while they’d supped alone together, trying to figure out how they were going to find Louis Bourbon for the Admiralty and gain pardon for Grayson’s acts of piracy. He’d wondered why Ian O’Malley, Ardmore’s man sent to watch Grayson, had gone out and not returned. Grayson should have been more suspicious.

      Grayson’s foot reached the chair. He managed to hook his straining toes around its leg and jerk it toward him. His foot slipped, and he lost hold of the chair and swung heavily against the rope. His vision went black.

      He heard voices from the stairs, ones he didn’t know, and a feminine cry. Pattering footsteps filled the room, accompanied by the rustling of silk and a brush of scent. Slim arms wrapped his legs and tried to lift him.

      “Help me,” the female voice said. “Jeffrey, quickly, cut him down.”

      Another pair of arms, heavier and stronger, caught Grayson’s hips and hoisted him upward. The rope went slack around Grayson’s throat, and he dragged in gulps of air, fire dancing behind his eyes.

      “I don’t have a knife, madam,” a boyish voice said.

      A gruff woman answered him. “Take this one.”

      Grayson’s vision began to clear. He heard the chair skitter on the floor, then the frame creak as a large lad clambered upon it. The young man lifted his arms, bathing Grayson in the smell of unwashed body. The lad sawed through the rope with the knife, his sinewy hands working quickly.

      The rope broke, and Grayson fell. His legs buckled, and he landed flat on his face on the carpet.

      A scent as sweet as summer sunshine washed over him, and a light hand touched his shoulder. “Jeffrey, run after them. Fetch a watchman.”

      “But they’re murderers, madam,” the lad bleated. “I’m afraid of murderers.”

      Grayson stifled a laugh and dragged in breath after breath, inhaling the stale smell of the carpet mixed with her heady perfume.

      A cool blade touched his wrist, and the ropes loosened. Free, his hands landed at his sides, burning as the blood flowed back to them. He lay still, enjoying his pain, because pain meant life.

      His next-door neighbor knelt over him, her pretty eyes anxious as she touched his shoulder. He’d spied the woman a few times in passing since he’d moved in and had found her worth a second glance. And worth deliberately inventing a reason to be leaving his house whenever he saw her carriage depositing her at her front door.

      He’d ordered Jacobs to find out who she was. His lieutenant had reported that she was a widow called Mrs. Alastair, and before that, Miss Alexandra Simmington, daughter of Lord Alexis Simmington, the second son of a duke.

      Blue blooded and well bred. And his rescuer.

      Grayson was in love. Red-brown hair fell in a riot of curls over her shoulders, and her eyes were brown, flecked with green, like the waters of a woodland pond. She wore a feminine and frilly garment of green silk that clung to nicely rounded curves. If he slid open the bows on the front of the gown, it would part and show him the glories of her inside.

      She rubbed his wrists without compunction, pushing the blood back through them. His hands stung, hot needles in his flesh.

      Grayson wanted to thank her, but words would not come from his nearly crushed throat. He rolled himself onto his back, drawing in the air that Ardmore’s rope had denied him.

      She was speaking. “We found another man downstairs, hurt. I think he’ll be all right, but he needs attending.”

      He heard her without understanding, the words flowing over his tired body and giving him strength. More strength would come if he touched her. He slid his aching hands to her waist, and her warm, slippery gown welcomed him, her curves supple beneath it.

      Wordless desire welled up in him, spun by the nearness of death and the nearness of her. Grayson pulled her closer. Her eyes flickered in nervousness, her long lashes sweeping to hide them.

      Her face was finely curved, flesh sculpted to bone, a small scattering of freckles dusting her nose. Her chin was a tiny bit plump, and her lips were shell pink, not reddened by artifice.

      Without a conscious decision to do so, Grayson lifted his head and brushed a kiss to her mouth.

      She pulled back, but not in anger, a modest young woman. Her red-brown brows drew together as she studied him, as though he were a specimen for a scientific paper.

      Grayson slid his hand to the nape of her neck, kneading softly, gentling his touch. She relaxed, just a little, and Grayson kissed her again, this time more firmly. After a moment, pretty Mrs. Alastair gave a little sigh, and he felt a small, answering push of lips.

      Excitement, uncontrolled and uncaring, washed through him. He suddenly wanted her, this lovely, sweet-smelling woman who’d lifted him from death. His kiss became more forceful. She made a soft noise of surprise, but Grayson’s body took over.

      He opened her mouth with his tongue, and satisfyingly, she did not fight him. She fitted her mouth to his, but clumsily, as though she were unused to opening for a man, unused to accepting such a deep kiss. Her lips warmed as she let herself learn.

      Grayson broke the kiss, but only to roll her over, to take her to the floor beneath him. The lacy garment was no barrier between himself and her warm curves, and her breasts pressed unashamedly against his chest. He slanted his mouth across hers again, kissing her swollen lips, scooping up the goodness of her onto his tongue.

      She made another small noise — of surrender or protest, he couldn’t tell. He was stiff with longing, harder than he’d been in a long time. Grayson pressed her thighs apart, molding the thin garment to her, feeling the heat of her through the silk. His fingers fumbled at the little bows, wanting to part the garment and have at her.

      A strong hand landed on his shoulder. “That will be enough of that, my lord,” a woman said.

      Darkness receded, and Grayson jerked back to the present. He’d forgotten the coarse-voiced woman and the beefy, terrified youth who’d accompanied his rescuer. Grayson raised his head to find the two of them staring down at him while he lay on top of their mistress, the large woman scowling, the lad openmouthed in fascination.

      Grayson rolled away from Mrs. Alastair’s ripe, sweet body and curled his arms over his stomach. He drew in a breath of sweet air, and with it came laughter. He laughed for the joy of life and the joy of the beautiful woman on the carpet beside him.

      She sat up and stared at him in bewilderment. He lifted his hand and touched the curve of her face.

      “Thank you,” he whispered. “My rescuer.”
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        * * *

      

      Grayson Finley, Viscount Stoke, seemed a very resilient man. Alexandra watched the animation flow back into his body, like water returning to a dry pool, when only a moment ago he’d lain still, content to simply be alive.

      After only a few more minutes flat on his back, he climbed to his feet, looking as energetic as a man who’d just risen from a refreshing sleep. His throat was dark with bruises, but other than that, he seemed little worse for wear.

      Blue eyes sparkling, he ordered the quaking Jeffrey and Cook downstairs to find the man called Mr. Jacobs. To Alexandra, he said, “Come with me.”

      No explanation, no waiting, not even dressing himself, for heaven’s sake. He wore leather breeches, a linen shirt opened to his waist, and tall boots. No collar, no waistcoat, no coat. A white scar ran from the hollow of his throat to disappear into the shadow of muscle under the shirt. Alexandra found herself wanting to tilt her head to trace the path of the scar to its end.

      His nose was crooked, as if it had been broken, and another scar pulled his lower lip downward at the left corner. Not necessarily a perfect face, but an arresting one all the same.

      The candlelight in the hall glinted on his sun-streaked hair and shone faintly on gold bristles of new beard. Alexandra’s late husband had never allowed his beard to appear. The moment Theophile spotted a whisker, he’d shout for his valet to, for God’s sake, come and remove it. He’d wanted his face perpetually smooth and clean. Alexandra had heard rumors that he liked his women just as bare in certain places, but she’d never been brave enough to find out if this were true.

      The viscount took her hand to pull her up the next flight of stairs. His palm was callused and hard, very unlike the soft, manicured hands of the cultured gentlemen on her list. The leather of his scarred boots bent and flowed around his joints with the ease of long use.

      Despite the candles, the house was dark, the paneling that lined the walls nearly black. The stairs held the patina of age and creaked under the viscount’s tread. Alexandra glimpsed rooms through open doors where dust sheets had been removed from the furniture, but in others, chairs and tables were still draped in cloth. Crates stood about, some opened, some tightly shut.

      They entered a bedchamber on the top floor, which, Alexandra calculated, lay just on the other side of the third floor rooms in her house. This room had not been opened — the dust sheets remained on what little furniture filled it, and the fireplace was long cold.

      The viscount strode unerringly to a panel that looked like any other panel in the dark wall and touched a piece of raised molding. The paneling swung away to reveal a small, square compartment.

      From this niche, to Alexandra’s amazement, sprang a girl.

      She was about twelve years old and dressed in a soiled pink silk gown with many ruffles and bows, most of them torn. In her right hand, the girl held a long and wicked-looking knife. She swept her midnight black hair from her face, revealing sparkling dark eyes under black slanted brows.

      “Papa!” she cried. She flung her arms about the viscount’s waist, dagger and all. “I was so frightened Captain Ardmore would kill you. Are you all right?”
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      The viscount dragged the girl into his arms for a fierce, tight, hug, while Alexandra watched, mouth open in astonishment.

      Viscount Stoke had a daughter? Nothing Lady Featherstone had discovered about him had turned up that the viscount had a child at all, let alone a girl who looked as though she’d sprung from one of Captain Cook’s Pacific islands.

      “Did he hurt you, Papa?” the girl was saying into the viscount’s rib cage. “I thought Captain Ardmore was our friend.”

      The viscount hugged her again then gently parted the girl’s slim arms from his waist. He softened his fierce expression to one of studied nonchalance before he tousled her midnight curls and answered. “I’m perfectly unhurt, sweetheart. Look, this pretty lady rescued me.”

      The girl looked up at Alexandra, almond-shaped black eyes observing her with careful interest. She had the look of the viscount in the set of her chin, the shape of her lips, and the sparkle in her eyes, but in all other aspects, she was exotic — skin the color of milk-laden coffee, eyes kohl dark beneath sable brows.

      Her tight, almost frantic hold on her father told Alexandra that the girl was much relieved to see him still standing. It made Alexandra’s heart ache. Why on earth she was dressed in a frilly silk gown suitable for a much older girl in a ballroom, Alexandra couldn’t fathom.

      “She’s very pretty,” the girl observed calmly. “What’s her name?”

      Alexandra looked into the bright eyes and read lively intelligence there. “I’m Mrs. Alastair. From next door.”

      “A most brave and beautiful lady.” The viscount slanted Alexandra a smile over his daughter’s head. “She saved me in the nick of time.”

      The girl looked impressed. The viscount's tanned hand rested on her shoulder, his grip tight. They made a most bizarre pair.

      “You should give her a reward,” the girl said.

      “Mmm, an excellent idea, Maggie.”

      The viscount continued to scrutinize Alexandra, and again, his casual undress unnerved her. Even Alexandra’s husband, who’d dropped his breeches for almost any woman he’d met, had kept himself tightly covered. This man’s chest, sun-browned and well-muscled, was openly displayed, and he didn’t even seem to notice.

      Both of them looking at her in unspoken admiration was unsettling. Alexandra found herself floundering beyond her depth, her training by several well-paid and elegant governesses proving inadequate.

      “Reward?” she said. “Really, I do not need anything. I only heard the arguing through the window, and ran over to see if I could help . . .”

      “Trust me, lass, I’ve seen the fiercest pirates wet themselves when faced with James Ardmore. You are very brave.” The viscount’s blue eyes darkened as he skimmed his gaze over her. “I have opals that would shine like white fire in your hair.”

      “Oh, yes, Papa,” Maggie said. “Those would be excellent.”

      The sudden image came to Alexandra of the viscount holding the pale stones in his sun-bronzed hands, letting them spill from his fingers to scatter on her hair as she lay beneath him.

      “I have no need for opals,” she said quickly. “Really, for any jewels. Heaven knows, my husband bought me plenty.”

      Her face burned in sudden embarrassment, and she snapped her mouth shut. Theo had thrown diamonds at her, true. Of course, his wife must be well turned out and not shame him.

      By now, the viscount must have heard all about her humiliating marriage. Poor Mrs. Alastair, anyone with a penchant for gossip would have told him. Her husband was so indiscreet. Indiscretion, in her world, was a greater sin than infidelity.

      Alexandra drew a breath. “My lord, I am simply happy that you are unhurt. I will return home and let you and your daughter recover.”

      Viscount Stoke caught her hand. “Don’t go yet.”

      He brought her hand to his lips and lightly kissed her fingers, his lips cool and satin-smooth, the warmth of his breath licking heat down her spine. Alexandra’s mouth still burned from where he’d kissed her in the bedchamber. He’d been out of his head, probably not understanding what he did, but he’d stirred feelings in Alexandra that she’d not known she had.

      She touched her tongue to her lower lip where his teeth had scraped her. No man had ever kissed her like that before. And likely never will again, she thought wistfully, now that he’s come to his senses.

      “Papa,” Maggie was saying. “Why did Captain Ardmore want to kill you?”

      The viscount lowered Alexandra’s hand but clasped it loosely, not releasing her. His expression when he looked at his daughter was guarded. “He was not trying to kill me, sweetheart. He was sending me a warning.”

      Alexandra thought of the words she’d heard through her bedchamber window before she’d run to wake Jeffrey and her cook. She’d been startled to learn about the disappearance of the French king, but she suspected that the enmity between the viscount and his visitor had little to do with that. The hatred in the voice of the man called Ardmore had been deep, with an anger that had festered over time.

      The viscount dropped a kiss to the top of Maggie’s head. “We must go and help Lieutenant Jacobs. He was hurt.”

      Maggie’s puzzled look changed to one of concern. “Oh, poor Mr. Jacobs. I will see to him. Where is Oliver?” Pushing past her father, she dashed from the room, still clutching the knife.

      Alexandra took a step after her, worried she would hurt herself, but she was brought up short by the viscount’s firm grip, her hand still in his. “Stay with me, pretty lady.”

      “But Maggie might be in danger. What if this Captain Ardmore returns?”

      “He won’t be back. Not tonight.”

      The viscount seemed very calm for a man whose house had been invaded and whose life had been endangered. “Who is Captain Ardmore? You should send for Bow Street.”

      The viscount held her hand in both of his, thumbs tracing designs on her skin. The sensation made her warm and shivery at the same time. “It’s important that you forget all you heard tonight,” he said, a new sternness entering his voice. “Can you do that for me?”

      “But he tried to kill you. And your friends downstairs.”

      His grip tightened, giving her a glimpse of his true strength. “Trust me when I say that my business is too deadly for you or even Bow Street. Go back home and be the pretty lady next door.” He sent her another smile, the one that always made her heart beat faster. “Next time we pass at our front doors, maybe we can stop and have a little conversation instead of going on by. I think I’d like that.”

      Alexandra knew she would definitely like that. “But I cannot let you dismiss this so easily. You must confide in someone. The Admiralty, perhaps.”

      He looked annoyed that she did not simply agree to do as he wished. The viscount possessed the air of one who expected his every request to be obeyed, took it for granted that it would be. No need to shout when all he had to do was give a look and say a word.

      Alexandra, on the other hand, had always struggled with obedience. “And what about the French king?”

      The viscount’s face became a careful blank. “What about him?”

      “Will this Mr. Ardmore try to stop you from finding him? How on earth will you look for him, if the Admiralty cannot even help you?”

      His expression hardened. “For your own safety, Mrs. Alastair, and for mine, and especially for Maggie’s, give me your word that you will ask no more questions. I will take care of Ardmore and the French king, in my own way.” His mouth set in a harsh line. “Swear to me. No Bow Street. No questions.”

      There was much more going on here than met the eye, that was for certain, though Alexandra was not about to let it drop on his say-so. She inclined her head. “Very well, if you believe questions could harm your daughter, I will speak of this to no one but yourself.”

      He gave her a nod, his face still grim.

      “However,” she said. “I believe you should tell me everything.”

      The viscount stared in surprise. She lifted her chin and added silently, No, my lord, I will not simply bow to you because you wish it.

      A sudden grin split his face. The viscount placed his hands on her shoulders and leaned to her, his hot breath touching her mouth. She remembered the taste of him when he’d kissed her on the floor — wild, exotic, heady — male. It had been so satisfying. It was satisfying now.

      “Then I will have to stop you asking questions.” He leaned closer and brushed his tongue — the lightest touch — over her mouth.

      Alexandra jumped. Where he touched her lips burned like white-hot flame, a single point of raw heat.

      She fought to steady herself and searched desperately for somewhere to look, but the only thing before her was his open shirt, his tanned chest, his sandpaper chin. The place her husband had been rumored to like bare became suddenly moist and hot.

      Alexandra cleared her throat and called upon her haughtiest blue-blooded tones. “Sir, you take a liberty.”

      “No. I licked you. A liberty is a kiss.”

      “Is it?” She stared at him in confusion. “I do not think there is much difference.”

      The viscount bent to her again. “You taste like honey.”

      Alexandra sucked in a breath. “You must still be out of your head, my lord. Relieved to find yourself alive.”

      “Mmm. Maybe.”

      “You ought to rest. You will feel much more yourself in the morning.”

      The viscount smoothed a lock of her hair, fire in his touch. “You should rest as well, Mrs. Alastair. You’ve had quite a night.”

      “An astonishing one, yes.” The hollow of his throat was damp, and she had the most dismaying urge to lick it. “How old is your daughter?”

      He didn’t look surprised at the change of subject. “About twelve, I think.”

      Did he not know? Alexandra wanted to know everything about the child. She envied this man, he who had a daughter so beautiful.

      “May I ask you one more thing?” she asked.

      “Of course. But be warned, Mrs. Alastair. If I don’t like the question, I might have to take another liberty.”

      Alexandra had to be mad. She ought to run away while she could, escape to the quietude of her house next door. Instead, she let her quavering fingertip hover above the jagged scar that started at his collarbone. “How far down does that go?”

      The smile he turned on her flashed heat through her entire body. He took her finger, gently kissed its tip, then guided it downward to a point on his breeches, a mere inch or so to the right of his groin. “Here,” he said. The leather stretched very tight there.

      She snatched her hand away. “A duel?”

      “A man with a cutlass. I was trying to get between my manservant, Oliver, and someone trying to hit him with a boathook. But the man with the cutlass stepped in and slashed me down.”

      “Did you win the fight? And save Mr. Oliver?”

      “No, I lost. Oliver saved me.”

      “Oh.” Such violence was foreign to her. Duels happened in Alexandra’s world, yes, but they were civilized and rule-laden, not bathed in out-and-out brutality. “Well.” She took a successful step back. “You must attend to your friends. Good night, my lord.”

      He only looked at her. He must know that she was babbling because she was trembling all over, her heart racing. He must know that if he touched her again, she’d crumple to the floor like warm pudding and beg for him to lap her up.

      Gathering her strength, she managed to turn and walk out of the room.

      “Mrs. Alastair.”

      The viscount’s rumbling baritone made her turn back at the top of the stairs, his bulk filling the doorway. Alexandra clutched the newel post to prevent the pudding from taking over. “Yes?”

      “I ask a favor of you.”

      She swallowed. “What?”

      The viscount gave her a long look, blue eyes glinting in the candlelight. “When you return to your bed tonight, sleep bare.”

      Alexandra hung onto the newel post beside her, feeling her legs go slack. “I beg your pardon?”

      The viscount leaned against the doorframe of the unused room, his gaze warm on her body. “Sleep without clothes when you return to your bed. I want to think of you doing so — on the other side of the wall.”

      Alexandra’s mind seemed to float, hot sensations chasing through her. “Why?”

      The viscount gave her an incredulous look before slanting her a smile that turned her heart inside out. Alexandra pried her hand from the post and raced down the stairs on shaking feet, the viscount’s dark laughter floating behind her.
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        * * *

      

      “Alexandra always has the best cakes,” Cynthia Waters declared, sinking into the delicate-legged Sheraton chair in Alexandra’s front reception room. She reached with plump fingers to the three-tiered china tray beside her, plucked up a daintily frosted little sponge cake, and munched it whole.

      Lady Featherstone seated herself next to Alexandra on the scrolled-armed divan and squeezed Alexandra’s arm. “Did you decide?” she whispered as Mrs. Waters and Mrs. Tetley, a matron wearing a cap resembling a puffed up mushroom, discussed the merits of Alexandra’s confections.

      “Decide what?” Alexandra asked.

      “About Viscount Stoke.”

      Alexandra tried not to jump. Her late-night adventure had left her tired and sandy-eyed and she’d actually snapped at Alice, her lady’s maid — Alexandra, who believed in kindness to all.

      She gazed now at Lady Featherstone’s eager face. Did everyone know she’d lain on Viscount Stoke’s bedchamber floor and let him kiss her and kiss her, not to mention later when he’d ever so gently licked her lips?

      Or that she’d slept without clothes for him, which was why she’d snapped at Alice. The maid had entered the room before Alexandra had had the chance to get into her dressing gown and pretend that all was normal. Alice, a well-trained lady’s maid, had behaved as though seeing her mistress emerge stark naked from under her blankets was nothing unusual. She’d merely said, “Tea, madam,” and gone about her business.

      “Well?” Lady Featherstone asked. “Do we or do we not add him to the list?”

      Alexandra plucked at her skirt while she tried to decide how to answer. Last Christmas at the Featherstone’s country house, Alexandra had expressed the desire to marry again and try to have children. When she’d also expressed the fear that her second husband might be as loathsome as her first, Lady Featherstone, Alexandra’s late mother’s closest friend, had been understanding itself. The lady had proposed that they draw up a list of the most eligible bachelors in England — they would then observe each carefully and eliminate from the list those not likely to suit.

      Alexandra had been hesitant about the idea at first, then conceded that Lady Featherstone’s plan was a wise one. If Alexandra had been more particular years ago instead of falling for the calculated charm of Theophile Alastair, her lot might have been much happier. She might even now be surrounded by the children she longed for, and have a husband whose worst crime was tucking his napkin into his waistcoat at supper. She could forgive a little napkin tucking in a gentleman of kindly disposition.

      Theo had always been immaculately groomed and had possessed perfect manners, and Alexandra had mistaken his studied politeness for kindness of spirit. Theo had played his roles so very, very well.

      “You must at the very least invite him to the soiree,” Lady Featherstone said, lifting her teacup.

      Lady Featherstone had persuaded Alexandra to hostess a grand event to close the Season, a soiree that would include everyone who was anyone before they all dispersed for the summer. Alexandra was far too exhausted this afternoon to worry about the details of a party, but Lady Featherstone’s enthusiasm was unceasing.

      “I am not . . .” Alexandra began but was interrupted by Jeffrey striding heavily into the room, his footman’s wig crooked on his young head. “Viscount Stoke!” he shouted. Alexandra’s three guests started, then looked up eagerly, ceasing their chatter.

      Viscount Stoke appeared in the double doorway, looking utterly composed, and certainly not as though he’d spent the previous night battling enemies. He wore a coat today, one so dark blue it was nearly black, but blue enough to highlight the intense twilight color of his eyes.

      The coat was buttoned over a lawn shirt, and he’d tamed his golden hair into a queue. Instead of a cravat and collar, he’d tied a black scarf about his throat, covering the bruises left by Captain Ardmore’s rope.

      Jeffrey bowed and lumbered out, trying to straighten his wig with his oversized hands. The viscount leaned against the doorframe and bathed the room in a half smile. “Good afternoon, ladies,” he said. “Pardon me, Mrs. Alastair, but I’m looking for my daughter.”
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      Alexandra’s lady guests, including Lady Featherstone, looked delighted. Three hungry gazes fixed on him, and three feminine and giggling voices responded, “Good afternoon, my lord.”

      Alexandra rose to her feet. “My lord.” She hoped her voice lost its trembling by the time it reached him.

      The viscount folded his arms and sent Alexandra a knowing look over the other ladies’ heads. He guessed — he must have — that she had, indeed, slept in her skin as he’d asked, that she’d dreamed all night of his searing kiss.

      “My daughter?” he repeated.

      Maggie had arrived shortly before Alexandra’s first callers, with Mr. Oliver, the dark-skinned manservant, accompanying her. Maggie had greeted Alexandra cheerfully, then asked to see Jeffrey and Cook. Mr. Oliver had led her downstairs. Maggie had forgone the pink frock today, wearing boys’ breeches, small boots, and a shirt much too big for her.

      “Yes, indeed,” Alexandra said. “She is downstairs, in the kitchens.”

      “Ah, good. She likes kitchens.”

      He made no move to explain this strange remark, or to leave. Viscount Stoke’s stance was comfortable, settling in, as though he meant to lean in Alexandra’s doorway all afternoon.

      Lady Featherstone, never shy, said, “I was not aware you had a daughter, Lord Stoke. How old is she?”

      “Twelve.” No hesitation this time. A spark of pride lit the viscount’s eyes. “She’s a little hellion.”

      “They grow out of that,” Lady Featherstone said, with the experienced air of one who has raised three daughters. “An excellent governess and a little polish, and they become fine young ladies.”

      The statement did not seem to interest Viscount Stoke. He returned his gaze to Alexandra. “Thank you, Mrs. Alastair.” He managed to make the simple politeness dark with meaning. “I will fetch Maggie and go.”

      Alexandra cast about for something intelligent to say. Something witty. Something that would not make her look like half the fool she felt at present.

      The viscount’s smile deepened, then he pushed himself from the doorframe, made a brief bow to them all, and turned and strolled away.

      Alexandra’s sigh blended with those of her guests. Mrs. Tetley snapped open her fan and waved it rapidly, her cap bobbing, and Mrs. Waters dreamily reached for another cake.

      Alexandra sank to the settee, her knees suddenly weak. Lady Featherstone leaned to Alexandra and tapped her with her closed fan. “We shall most certainly place him on the list.”

      Alexandra opened her mouth to protest, then closed it again. How could she explain why the viscount was not a suitable candidate?

      Since her husband’s death, Alexandra had lived a predictable and unexciting existence, which, after Theo, had been rather restful. Last night had shaken that existence. Gentlemen like Viscount Stoke, who fought with cutlasses, kissed like fire, and demanded that she sleep without clothes, did not enter her world.

      She was not prepared for such a man, not ready to face anything more exciting than choosing her morning tea. She had created the list of suitors to ensure that her second marriage flowed along comfortably and predictably, no surprises. Therefore, the volatile Viscount Stoke had no place on her list.

      Alexandra also realized that the viscount’s request that she sleep bare, coupled with the brazen way he’d licked her lower lip, had effectively stopped her asking questions about Mr. Ardmore. A seducer, yes, but a canny one.

      Mrs. Waters shook crumbs from her fingertips. “I heard, ladies — and this is in the deepest confidence . . .”

      “Yes?” Mrs. Tetley asked, as she and Lady Featherstone leaned eagerly forward.

      “My husband imparted to me that someone told him that the viscount . . .” Mrs. Waters dropped her voice to a whisper. “That the viscount used to be a pirate.”

      Mrs. Tetley pressed her fan-laden hand to her bosom. “Truly?”

      “Oh, yes,” Mrs. Waters said, enjoying herself. “He certainly looks like a pirate, does he not?”

      “Perhaps,” Lady Featherstone said, more skeptical than the other two. “But there aren’t pirates anymore, are there?”

      “Of course there are,” Mrs. Waters said. “That exciting Jean Lafitte for one, and there’s plenty of piracy in the Pacific and around North Africa. My husband told me.”

      Mrs. Tetley opened her fan again and waved it thoughtfully in front of her face. “He did run away to sea when he was a lad, after the tragedy with his parents.”

      “Tragedy?” Mrs. Waters asked around another bite of cake. “What tragedy? Oh, do tell us, Marjorie.”

      Alexandra’s curiosity sat up and pricked its ears, though she knew she should be ashamed of listening as interestedly as the others.

      Mrs. Tetley went on. “My sister’s husband knew the Finleys, the viscount’s family, in Gloucestershire. The present Viscount Stoke’s father was never viscount, you understand — he inherited the title from his cousin. Anyway, his parents’ death was the scandal of the decade. The viscount’s father, one Mr. Archibald Finley, shot his wife in a fit of jealous rage, then turned the pistol on himself. The viscount was only a boy at the time. Can you imagine?”

      Alexandra’s curiosity slunk away, and pity took its place. “Oh, the poor man.”

      “He’s the son of a murderer?” Mrs. Waters asked, eyes wide. “No wonder he became a pirate.”

      Lady Featherstone looked thoughtful. “Would a pirate have a daughter?”

      “Hmm.” Mrs. Waters stared into space a moment, then she brightened. “Perhaps she is the daughter of a maiden he ravished.”

      “That would have been a long time ago,” Mrs. Tetley said doubtfully. “What happened to the maiden, I wonder? And why would he choose to raise the daughter, if he were a pirate?”

      Mrs. Waters wasn’t listening. “Imagine if you were a passenger on a ship he’d boarded.” She looked dreamily at the door frame on which the viscount had leaned so casually. “He’d come to your cabin and . . . take liberties with your person. Perhaps against the cabin wall.” The room descended into thoughtful silence, broken only by the sound of carriages and horses in the street. “Then he’d tear the jewels from your throat and vanish into the smoke.” Mrs. Waters kept her faraway look a moment, then let out a long and satisfied sigh.

      Lady Featherstone lifted her teacup. “You read far too many novels, Cynthia.” She leaned to Alexandra. “Besides, she must weigh twenty stone.”

      Alexandra pushed aside the enticing vision of the viscount taking her against the wall of a ship’s cabin. He’d kiss her as thoroughly as he’d kissed her on the floor of his bedchamber, his mouth commanding. Alexandra’s hands would rest on his wide shoulders, and he would kiss her, and kiss her, and kiss her.

      Then he’d lay Alexandra, exhausted and weak, on the bunk, and come away with her necklace in his hand. “I will keep this to remember you by, dear lady,” he’d say, then give Alexandra a sinful look from his dark blue eyes, press another kiss to her lips, and turn and sweep away.

      Alexandra drew a long breath and forced the vision aside. “Be that as it may, we have no proof that Viscount Stoke was a pirate. He is a gentleman living next door to me, trying to raise a daughter by himself.” She paused. “At least, I do not believe his wife is still living. The house certainly has the look of a bachelor’s abode.”

      Lady Featherstone’s mouth dropped open. “Good heavens, Alexandra, you were inside his house? When? Why on earth didn’t you tell me?”

      Mrs. Waters sat up straight, cakes forgotten. “Yes, dear Alexandra, you are very bad for keeping that tidbit from us. What would your poor, dear mother say?”

      “We’ll forgive you if tell us all about it,” Mrs. Tetley said.

      “Well, he has only just moved in, hasn’t he?” Alexandra said, groping for what to say. “Naturally everything is at sixes and sevens. Much of the old viscount’s furniture is still there.”

      “I heard he brought boxes of treasure with him,” Mrs. Waters said. “Jewels and silks and exotic things.”

      I have opals that would shine like white fire in your hair. Alexandra shivered as she remembered his words. Where would the viscount have obtained a handful of opals ready to give someone who’d helped him? “Of course, he must have some mementoes of his travels,” she said.

      “Visit him again, and find out,” Mrs. Waters said.

      “Yes,” Mrs. Tetley chimed in. “Consider it your duty, Alexandra, to storm the battlements and find out if he is truly a pirate.” She gave a very unmatronly giggle. “And then tell us everything.”

      Alexandra regarded them in dismay. They’d fired her own curiosity, but she did not want to snoop and report to them. Mrs. Waters and Mrs. Tetley had been friends of her mother’s, along with Lady Featherstone, and they’d been kind not to abandon Alexandra after the embarrassment of her husband’s demise. For Alexandra’s dear mother’s sake, they said, they’d remained staunchly at her side.

      Alexandra was not always comfortable with their gossiping, but for their love of her mother, she’d decided not to criticize them. And, she hated to admit, she was as curious about the viscount as they were.

      Of course, she would have to venture to speak to the viscount about Maggie’s clothes, or rather, her lack of them. Pirate or no, the viscount obviously had no idea how a twelve-year-old girl should dress.

      Alexandra could offer her knowledge and assistance in this area. Which meant she would have to take Maggie shopping and help set up her wardrobe, which might entail any number of visits to the house.

      No. Her better self pushed the idea firmly aside. She would not poke and pry, and she certainly would not use a little girl as an excuse to do so.

      Although Maggie did need clothes. Alexandra knew a dressmaker who did excellent work for younger ladies. And she had the perfect woman in mind to suggest as a governess for Maggie — Mrs. Fairchild, a lovely, well-mannered lady who had guided Alexandra through her own debut. Mrs. Fairchild had married a Cambridge don not long before Alexandra’s wedding but was a widow now, and had indicated that she wished to return to tutoring girls. Alexandra would have to approach the viscount and propose all this . . .

      “Ladies, I — ”

      Alexandra was saved having to explain further by a horrible grinding sound of wood on pavement outside. Then came the frightened cries of horses, a crash of glass, the screams of passersby, the fervent curses of men.

      Alexandra leapt to her feet. She and her guests hurried to the front windows to see that the summer street outside had turned to chaos.

      A carriage lay overturned on the stones, its roof inches from the railing that separated the street from Alexandra’s scullery stairs. A delivery wagon lay askew across the road, and another carriage had spun to collide with it. Horses screamed and struggled in their harnesses, trapped by tethers and chains. A window of the overturned carriage had cracked straight across, the glass fallen in.

      People scurried toward the wreckage. An Army officer in brilliant infantry red ran to the horses, and a blond, bespectacled gentleman in a subdued suit climbed down from his phaeton, tossed his reins to a boy, and rushed to help.

      The viscount charged from his house and waded into the mess. “Cut the harnesses!” he shouted. “Get the horses loose.”

      His daughter ran out behind him. Nimble in her boys’ clothes, she climbed to the top of the overturned carriage and began assisting the shaken coachman to pry open the carriage door.

      Alexandra turned from the window and snatched up a Turkish shawl from the divan. “People will be hurt.”

      She hurried from the room, bumping into Jeffrey on the way out. He danced back then dashed to open the front door.

      Grosvenor Street was always a busy road. Not only did elegant Mayfair carriages and phaetons trundle up and down it, but delivery wagons, peddlers with carts, men on horseback, and pedestrians used the street as a main thoroughfare between Bond Street and Grosvenor Square. The congestion provided an excellent opportunity for accidents, but Alexandra had not seen one this ugly in a long while, the last occurring just after her husband’s death.

      On that occasion, she’d had to replace her window, her draperies, and a Hepplewhite console table when broken timber from a struck cart had sailed into her front reception room. No one had been hurt, thank heavens, although Jeffrey had refused to enter the reception room for a six-month. But from the frightened sobbing Alexandra heard through the now-open carriage door, she feared the worst.

      The coachman reached down and lifted a woman, young and pale-haired, into the sunlight. The woman had a cut on her forehead and looked dazed and scared. Maggie put an arm around her and helped her sit on the edge of the carriage so that a carter could lift her down.

      Alexandra hurried forward and draped the expensive shawl over the poor woman’s shoulders. The woman turned to her, unseeing, then pressed a trembling hand to her abdomen. Alexandra recognized the gesture and the slight protrusion in her belly for what it was. The lady was increasing.

      She led the young woman away from the wreckage. The wild-eyed young man who was letting Maggie help him off the overturned carriage must be her husband.

      “I knew that coachman was mad,” he jabbered as he dropped to the ground. “We should never have hired him. I knew he’d bring us to grief.”

      The lady only stared at him, too bewildered to respond. Alexandra put her arm around her shoulders and crooned a few words of comfort, but she knew that the young woman did not hear her. The woman’s fears were turned inward, to the child she so precariously carried.

      Alexandra knew that fear. She remembered the weeks and months of the growing life inside her, the great protectiveness she’d nurtured for the little being she’d carried. She’d talked to him and sung to him whenever she thought no one, particularly Theo, would hear.

      When Alexandra had finally borne him, several weeks too early, the pain had been unbearable. The doctors and midwife had watched somberly, certain both mother and child would die.

      But Alexandra had survived, forcing herself to for the sake of her boy. Her little son had lived one day and had gone from her the next.

      Alexandra held the lady a little tighter, wishing she could ensure that this child would come to no harm.

      Lady Seton, Alexandra’s neighbor on her other side, dashed to them from her front door. “Oh, you poor dears, come inside with me. I’ll give you tea and brandy.”

      Alexandra started to protest that the pair could come to her house, but she realized that this was not the time to fight over them. She led the young woman to Lady Seton’s door, relinquishing her to the care of Lady Seton and her housekeeper. The gentleman, trying to cover his fear with bluster, went on about the damned coachman until Lady Seton’s footman closed the door behind them.

      Alexandra made herself turn away, back to the wreckage.

      The viscount and a carter had managed to free the horses, which the two of them and the driver of the wagon were now calming.

      Maggie stood on top of the overturned carriage, hands on hips, surveying the mess. It was indecent for her to stand out here in full public view, wearing boys’ breeches, but Alexandra admitted that the girl would not have been able to help had she been hampered by skirts.

      An elegant carriage drew up on the far side of the street. The dark-haired Duke of St. Clair, one of Alexandra’s expected callers this afternoon, emerged from it, along with tall, spindly Lord Hildebrand Caldicott and his sister. The three of them skirted the debris and met Alexandra at her open front door.

      “Good Lord,” St. Clair said, surveying the wreckage. He was a few years older than Alexandra — the perfect age, Lady Featherstone had said — and had blue eyes that held kindness despite his powerful position, not only among aristocrats, but in the Admiralty. “Mrs. Alastair, are you all right?”

      “I am, yes.” Alexandra cast a glance at Lady Seton’s front windows. “It seems no one was badly hurt, thank heavens.”

      “You ought to go inside, Mrs. Alastair,” Lord Hildebrand said, taking her elbow with rather bony fingers. “Those horses don’t look safe.”

      The viscount held the carriage horses by their headstalls, his broad shoulders taut against his coat. Under his touch and voice, they’d calmed considerably, and did not look dangerous in the least.

      “Well I am going in,” Lady Henrietta Caldicott said, moving past her brother. “This incident has quite upset me.” She glanced at Maggie and sniffed. “Look at that urchin child. What is she doing there? They should not allow them into this part of Mayfair.”

      She is the Honorable Miss Maggie Finley, Alexandra itched to say. And her viscount father just heard you insult her.

      Instead, Alexandra beckoned to Jeffrey. “Jeffrey, show Lady Henrietta into the reception room and bring more refreshment.”

      Jeffrey, looking disappointed that he could not stay outside and ogle the wreckage now that the danger was past, bowed and pushed himself into the house following Lady Henrietta. Lord Hildebrand drifted after them.

      “Is that Viscount Stoke?” the Duke of St. Clair asked, shading his eyes.

      The viscount had relinquished the horses to the carriage’s white-faced coachman, who anxiously looked the beasts over for injury. Viscount Stoke raised his hand to acknowledge the duke, and the duke went to greet him.

      The bespectacled gentleman who had stopped to help now turned from the second carriage and started toward Alexandra.

      The viscount, hand outstretched to meet the duke’s, caught sight of the bespectacled man, and a curious look came over his face — a beat of recognition that dissolved into pure rage. Maggie, on top of the coach, stared at the bespectacled man in astonishment.

      “Mr. Henderson!” she called.

      The bespectacled gentleman did not answer her. As he stepped to Alexandra, she saw that he had a strong face, clear gray eyes behind his spectacle lenses, and close-cropped pale blond hair. His subdued suit made him look rather like a curate or a vicar, but he was handsome enough that, were he a vicar, young ladies would go to chapel simply to stare at him. Their parents would be amazed at their religious fervor.

      “Mrs. Alastair?” he asked in a quiet voice.

      It was not done for a strange gentleman to approach a lady, no matter how courteous he might be, but perhaps the distress of the accident had made him forget his manners.

      “Yes?” she said. “May I help you?”

      “Thank you,” the man said.

      Before she could ask, thank me for what, sir? the bespectacled gentleman grabbed a handful of Alexandra’s hair, wrenched back her head, and kissed her hard across the mouth.
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