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      Captain James Ardmore: A Southern gentleman pirate hunter and thorn in the side of the British navy. He’s a hero to some and a villain to others.

      Diana Worthing: Wife of an English naval hero, daughter of an English naval hero — she’s had quite enough of heroes, thank you.

      Isabeau Worthing: Diana’s daughter, deaf and the most precious thing in Diana’s life.

      Admiral John Lockwood: Diana’s father, a hero of Trafalgar. He retired rather quietly and lives with his secrets on his island called Haven.

      Lieutenant Jack: An English naval lieutenant, survivor of a shipwreck. He has lost his memory, and maybe it’s just as well.

      Mr. Alden Henderson: Second lieutenant to Captain Ardmore and gentleman pirate hunter — he loves his English tailored suits as much as he hates cutthroat pirates.

      Ian O’Malley: An Irishman with suspicious ties to the 1799 Irish rebellion, he cheerfully hunts pirates with Captain Ardmore, and even more cheerfully harasses English frigates.

      Black Jack Mallory: A pirate whose past crimes are about to catch up to him.

      Ronald Kinnaird: A well-spoken American gentleman who is more than he seems.

      Grayson Finley, Viscount Stoke: A pirate turned aristocrat, his rivalry with James Ardmore is the stuff of legends.

      Alexandra, Lady Stoke: A high-born lady who fell for a pirate.

      Honoria Ardmore: Pillar of Charleston society and sister to James. She enforces the social code as ruthlessly as her brother chases pirates.
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      The house party at Admiral Burgess’s on the south coast of Kent was so tedious and awful that Diana Worthing’s abduction by a notorious pirate hunter in the middle of it came as something of a relief.

      All week, Diana had pasted a smile on her face and pretended to enjoy playing whist with aristocrats’ sons who cheated, conversed with gentlemen who openly looked down her bodice, and danced with elderly admirals who tried to grope her on the ballroom floor.

      It was her duty, as the wife of the famous Sir Edward Worthing, hero of the seas and battles against Bonaparte, to ingratiate herself with the admiral to help Edward gain a promotion.

      “Do attempt to be congenial, Diana,” Edward had told her on their way to the admiral’s. “I am trying to be made commodore, and having a pleasant wife will assist me. It will also help if you do not flirt as usual with all and sundry. Pretend that you are virtuous for this se’ennight, at least.”

      Diana did not bother arguing that she had never betrayed him and never would, because she knew Edward would not listen. Gentlemen did like to pursue Diana, hoping to win anything from a stolen kiss to a fortnight in her bed, and Edward had decided to believe the worst. But Diana put off her would-be suitors, determined to honor her wedding vows even if the marriage itself had turned sour.

      Edward’s barbs didn’t bother Diana as much as the fact that she’d had to leave Isabeau behind. Though she’d pleaded until she was hoarse, Edward had firmly refused to bring their daughter. No one, Edward had said, wanted to be near a deaf child who talked by squealing and fluttering her hands. It was bloody embarrassing. She would stay with Diana’s father, and that would be that.

      Diana had become furious, but Sir Edward’s eyes had glittered with the beginnings of one of his violent rages, and she’d known it would be wiser to drop the subject.

      The admiral’s house was a decadent concoction of gilded rooms painted with satyrs chasing naked nymphs, gods and goddesses cavorting, and wild beasts pursuing nude maidens across the ceilings. The admiral’s male guests enjoyed lewd jokes and double entendre, which the ladies either pretended not to understand or responded to with coquettishness. Admiral Burgess pinched Diana’s bottom when he thought no one was looking, and the ladies whispered about her behind fans.

      Diana slept alone every night and missed Isabeau.

      One of the guests at the house party, an American named Ronald Kinnaird, was the only person Diana could tolerate. He was polite and affable, never whispered indecent suggestions when they danced the cotillion, never tried to fondle her under the whist table. Kinnaird was well-spoken, intelligent, and a good conversationalist.

      So of course, it turned out that he was a spy.

      Diana hated every minute of it, but she had no idea how much the house party would change her life until she turned the corner of a walk in the admiral’s garden one afternoon and found a man there. He was sun-browned and of small of stature, with wiry black hair, black eyes, and a wide smile, and was pointing a pistol straight at her heart.

      “Don’t be making a sound,” he said in a broad Irish brogue. “I hate to shoot a lady. Especially one as pretty as you.”

      This walk was screened by a line of large trees on one side, a high hedge on the other. No one would see Diana, or the intruder, from the house.

      “There are too many military men here for you to prevail,” she said, surprised at her own calmness. “Leave now and I will say nothing.”

      The impudent grin widened. “I believe you misunderstand the situation, my lady.”

      Before Diana could open her mouth to ask him who he was and what he meant by it, another man loomed up behind her and a very strong hand closed over her mouth. Diana struggled, but found herself pinned back against a tall, hard, male body.

      The man had a strong face tanned from the sun and sea air and eyes so light green they might have been made of ice. His black hair was loose and thick, and his grip on her mouth was so tight Diana feared he’d break her jaw.

      A voice holding the slow heat of a Southern night trickled into her ear. “Not a sound, Lady Worthing. Not a move.”

      “She nearly walked into me, she did,” the Irishman said, apologetic. “Five minutes either way, she’d never have seen me.”

      The green-eyed man was too strong to fight — too strong, period. His fingers bruised her mouth, and his arm bound her like the strongest chains. She was so tight against him that she felt the slow beat of his heart, the rise and fall of his chest, the rigid thickness of his thighs against her backside. His breath was hot on her cheek and smelled of coffee.

      “It doesn’t matter,” the man drawled. “We got him.”

      Got who? Admiral Burgess? Diana’s husband? The slimy Lord Percy, cheater at whist, who was making it his goal to drag every lady at the house party to his bed?

      Footsteps approached, men walking rapidly, assuredly. “Good lord,” a very English voice said.

      Two gentlemen came around the corner of the shrubbery. The Englishman who had spoken had blond hair and wore a dark, very well-tailored suit and gold-rimmed spectacles. He looked much like the puerile dandies at the admiral’s party, except that his astute gray eyes showed he might possess an intelligent thought or two. Diana had never seen him before.

      The second gentleman was the American, Ronald Kinnaird.

      “Who the devil is she?” the bespectacled gentleman asked.

      “She’s Lady Worthing,” Mr. Kinnaird answered, sounding unworried. “Wife of Sir Edward Worthing, English sea hero extraordinaire.”

      Kinnaird walked away with them willingly, proving he was no captive, and he made no objection to Diana being brought along.

      The Irishman peered up at Diana as they went. “Lucky catch. She might fetch a good ransom.”

      “No ransom,” the man holding Diana said. He propelled Diana along, his body hard against her side. She had no choice but to move her feet or be dragged. She was fully aware of the man’s chest bare and warm beneath his coat, his fingers digging into her arm, his strong leg moving alongside her own.

      They walked her all the way to the end of the huge garden and an opening in the hedge, the Irishman ready with his pistol as they ducked through. A closed carriage waited on the other side, the driver holding nervous horses.

      The green-eyed man paused long enough to bind Diana’s hands with the bespectacled man’s borrowed cravat and to use his own handkerchief, folded into a straight band, as a gag, before he shoved Diana into the carriage.

      Diana sat between the Irishman and her captor, the Irishman poking his pistol into her side. The bespectacled gentleman and Mr. Kinnaird seemed anxious that her bonds were not too tight, but it was equally clear that they weren’t going to help her escape.

      The carriage, a rather sumptuous one, jerked for a long while down a rutted road. It let them out nowhere near a dock or pier, but rather at a series of cliffs that led to the water. They picked their way down a precarious path, while seabirds circled above and threatened them with smelly artillery.

      Would her captors untie Diana’s hands so she could better balance on the narrow path? No. She had to stumble along with the green-eyed man, who held her steady as she walked in front of him.

      The bespectacled man led the way, followed by Kinnaird, then Diana and her captor, the Irishman bringing up the rear. The green-eyed man’s grip was firm, his torso hard at her back every step of the way.

      At the bottom of the path was a little shingle beach, and here, a dinghy waited, a sailor aboard it. The bespectacled man and Kinnaird halted until the rest of them reached the beach, the little group gathering.

      “You can take off the gag now, Ardmore,” Kinnaird said, some sympathy in his voice. “There’s no one to hear her.”

      The one called Ardmore didn’t answer, but Diana felt his blunt fingers on the knot of the gag — surprisingly gentle as he loosened the bond. Ardmore pulled the fold of the gag from her mouth, his face close to hers, gaze so intense that Diana wasn’t certain where to look.

      She settled for meeting his eyes, as though she didn’t fear him. She saw something flicker in the green depths, a new assessment, then it was gone.

      Ardmore pulled a flask from the pocket of his dark blue coat. He wore no shirt, and when the coat blew back, his broad, tanned chest, dusted with wiry black hair was bared for all to see.

      “Drink.” He lifted the flask to Diana’s mouth, tipping brandy inside before she could speak. The liquid made her cough but also calmed the roiling in her stomach.

      “I do apologize, Lady Worthing,” Mr. Kinnaird said. “But I need to leave England quickly, and I’m afraid we can’t risk you telling your husband not only that I went but how I went. Once I’m well away, it won’t matter.”

      “And until then?” Diana asked, her mouth still dry from the gag. “Am I to sit on this shingle in my afternoon dress until I see that your little boat is gone? Then walk alone back to the admiral’s?”

      Ardmore tucked the flask away. “You’ll accompany us for a while. I decide when we let you go.”

      Kinnaird looked surprised, but inclined his head. “It’s your ship, Captain.”

      “Captain?” Diana asked, trying to sound as though she disdained the title. “Should I have heard of you?”

      The Irishman let out a whoop of laughter. “Better watch her, sir.”

      Ardmore started for the dinghy, propelling Diana along with him. Her half boots, though stout enough for cultivated garden paths, were no barrier to the sharp and slippery rocks of the shingle. She slid and tripped, Ardmore’s too-strong grip the only thing keeping her upright.

      She risked a look at the man as the sea wind whipped her skirts and the rocks cut through the soles of her boots. His face was set, mouth in a firm line, eyes on the water.

      “Is that your ship?” Diana asked, jerking her chin at the dinghy. “It’s so . . . small.”

      Behind them, the Irishman laughed again. “Ooo, I’m going to enjoy this.”

      “My ship is waiting out of sight,” Ardmore said in a hard voice. “And if you’d heard of me, I wouldn’t be doing my job.”

      “I wager your good husband would know the name,” the Irishman said. “Captain James Ardmore, gentleman of Atlanta, pirate hunter and thorn in the side of the bloody English, which is why I love the man.”

      “O’Malley,” Ardmore said. “Enough.”

      The words were quiet, but O’Malley lapsed into silence.

      They reached the dinghy after a few more yards. Diana watched a wave rush toward her, but before it reached her skirts, Captain Ardmore had swept her into his arms, carried her the few feet to the boat and lifted her over the side.

      The strength in him took her breath away. Diana’s husband was strong, but Edward had never known how to mitigate his strength, whether using it to strike his wife across the face or standing on the stern of his frigate, firing full force at an enemy ship. Captain Ardmore knew exactly what he was doing with his strength, how to guide it, how to make it of most use to him.

      He had Diana in the boat without a drop of water touching her boots, setting her down so she didn’t fall. At the same time, she knew she’d never get away from him if she tried to fight him.

      Ardmore climbed in behind Diana, followed by the Irishman, who was still grinning, then Kinnaird and the bespectacled man. The sailor who’d waited in the boat hopped out and pushed the boat into the waves, leaping back in again as they floated out. He and the Irishman raised the sail.

      “Damnation!” the bespectacled man exclaimed.

      Diana jerked her head up, expecting to see a company of English soldiers pouring onto the beach to fire on them and rescue her.

      The bespectacled man was glaring down at his fine kid glove. He sat close enough to Diana that she could see a hole in the glove’s stitching between palm and thumb.

      The gentleman poked at the hole. “I fetched these yesterday from my Bond Street man,” he said mournfully. “Now it’s to be months before I see London again. Damn and blast.”

      “That’s why I love killing Englishmen,” O’Malley announced from the tiller. “Their so-fine grasp of essentials.”

      They ran out into the waves, the dinghy picking up speed with a sickening heave. The boat flung itself up the side of a wave and dropped heavily into the next trough.

      “I have an extra pair,” Kinnaird said over the wind. “You’re welcome to them if they fit.”

      “Decent of you, old fellow. Don’t mind if I do.”

      All very civilized and polite.

      “If we capsize, I do hope one of you gentlemen will untie my hands,” Diana said to them, keeping to their light tone to stifle her shaking. “So that I might have a chance to swim to safety.”

      “Of course,” the bespectacled man said. “And we’ll make sure you reach shore without mishap.”

      “Good of you.” She looked down at her fine ivory muslin with its yellow sash, now torn and stained by sand and water. “This was one of Madame Mirabelle’s creations. Ah, well.”

      The bespectacled man understood. “A work of art, then. A true tragedy.”

      “Oh, me achin’ back,” the Irishman said over the wind. “Captain, if I have to shoot someone, can it be Henderson?”

      Kinnaird laughed, and Henderson looked pained behind his spectacles. Ardmore ignored them all.

      Diana watched Captain Ardmore. As much as Henderson and Kinnaird spoke like gentlemen at a boating party, Ardmore was in command. He’d decide what to do with Diana — ransom her, kill her, make her the ship’s whore and kill her later.

      She didn’t so much worry for herself — a life with Sir Edward Worthing had made her no longer fear hell. But she might not see Isabeau again, and that she couldn’t bear. Or her father, or the tiny island called Haven where she spent her summers.

      Haven — her refuge, her sanctuary, the place she rested and licked her wounds. The only place on earth she could be herself with her beloved family.

      This captain might ravish her, stick swords into her, and throw her overboard, but she knew that as long as she could reach Haven, with Isabeau, she’d be all right.

      The shore receded astonishingly quickly. The dinghy rounded a headland, and there, hidden from shore by chalk-white cliffs characteristic of this part of England, a ship rocked.

      As the daughter of an admiral and the wife of a naval captain, Diana knew ships. This one was sleek and light, narrow-bodied and two-masted, with a triangular jib sail. It was a frigate, a small, fast fighting ship. Diana eyed the gun ports in the ship’s side, plenty with which to fire on any naval vessel that pursued it. As the dinghy neared the ship, she saw its name boldly on the bow — the Argonaut.

      A rope ladder came down for them over the ship’s side. Henderson climbed it easily, showing that, though he might act like a London dandy, he knew his way around vessels. Kinnaird was a little slower but as surefooted.

      A knife blade touched Diana’s wrists. Ardmore crowded behind her while he cut away the cloth tying her hands. “Up,” he said, shoving her at the ladder.

      Diana put a hesitant foot on the first rung. She’d climbed this way onto ships before, but on those occasions she’s first donned leather breeches and boots under her loose skirt. This creation by her London dressmaker was of lightweight muslin, perfect for ladies who wanted a stroll about a garden in little more than a light breeze. Not at all conducive to climbing rope ladders in a stiff wind.

      She heard a growl of impatience behind her, then a large hand on her backside pushing her upward. Diana started scrambling up the ladder, the rough rope making short work of her gloves. Any time she faltered or stumbled, Ardmore’s hand steadied her — on her waist, her hip, her backside again.

      Never had the side of a ship seemed so steep or long. At the top, a large man with an ugly face pulled her up and onto the deck.

      Ardmore followed her. As soon as the captain set foot on his own ship . . . Nothing happened. No piping him aboard, no standing to attention. The sailors, instead of dropping everything and snapping bodies ramrod straight, went on winding lines, raising sails, and making the ship ready to leave. Either Americans were much more lax at discipline, or Ardmore’s ship was not a typical naval vessel.

      But shore loomed tantalizingly close. Though the cliffs were sheer, the Argonaut had anchored somewhat close to them, so as to be hidden from above. The ship’s draw must not be great, or else they’d found a nice deep part of the channel.

      Diana was a strong swimmer. To the left, the cliffs began to soften, and she knew that little beaches lay among them where fishermen worked and highborn ladies and gentlemen came down to take the waters.

      Ardmore paused to say something to the Irishman, and Diana stepped to the rail, gazing at the shore as though taking one last look at England.

      All she had to do was dive into the waiting depths and swim away. Ardmore had come for Kinnaird — they wouldn’t bother to chase a woman who might drown anyway. It would take a long time for Diana to reach shore and make her way back to the admiral’s, but no matter. She would take it in stages, and the Argonaut could be long gone.

      Diana set her hands on the rail, drew a long, practiced breath . . . And found her waist locked in Ardmore’s steely grip.

      Ardmore jerked Diana from her feet and half carried, half dragged, her to the stern, through the door under the quarterdeck to the cabins.

      He took her through a fine captain’s room lit with windows across the stern before he opened a second door, shoved her through, and slammed it behind her, locking her inside.
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      Any trouble, Forsythe?” James asked his pilot. Forsythe stood at the wheel, competently turning the ship away from the cliffs.

      “No, sir. We’re away, smooth as a baby’s bum.”

      “Good.” James had no need to tell Forsythe where they were going — the entire crew knew they were heading to Charleston to deliver Kinnaird. Kinnaird was from Virginia, but he could make his way there after they landed. Charleston was one of the few ports that welcomed James without anyone immediately trying to arrest him.

      “Sir.” Alden Henderson was on the quarterdeck as well, spectacles glinting as he peered through a spyglass behind them. “No pursuit.”

      “Not yet,” James said.

      “Sure you should have brought her, sir? I’ve met Sir Edward, and he’s as ruthless as you are. When his wife doesn’t turn up this evening, he’ll be combing the area, and if anyone saw us rowing out . . .”

      Ardmore leaned on the rail and watched his ship’s sails pick up the wind. He loved the feel of the ship getting underway, the calm vessel coming to life on the water. He liked the deck moving beneath his feet, the wind in his face, the snap of sails, the sounds of men shouting to each other as they worked.

      “We might have longer,” he said to Henderson. “I know some things about Worthing, hero of the English navy. He’s convinced his wife is a light-skirt. He might not start looking for her until morning.”

      Henderson looked surprised. “Is she?”

      “I’ve no idea.” And James didn’t care. Lady Worthing was an intriguing woman, and if she wanted to put one over on her priggish husband, it was no business of James’s.

      “What did you do with her?”

      “Locked her in my cabin,” James said. “She might or might not be a whore, but she’s devious. Saw that in her already.”

      Henderson frowned. “When all’s said and done, Ardmore, she’s a lady. Her father is Admiral Lockwood, a decent man. I met him in my brief career as a naval officer, and he’s a good chap. I have to ask what you plan to do with her.”

      James shrugged. “Keep her a while, take her all the way to Charleston if I have to. She can arrange for transport back there.”

      “In your cabin?”

      “Yes, Henderson.” James’s irritation rose. Henderson was a damn good lieutenant, and a good third-in-command but he was a stickler for the English propriety Henderson claimed he’d tried to get away from. “In my cabin. You want her in a hammock in the hold with everyone else?”

      “I take your point.” Henderson raised the glass again, his stance rigid. Ardmore and Henderson had fallen out over Ardmore’s treatment of a lady last year. Henderson was still cool about it, but Ardmore didn’t care. He’d done what he’d had to do.

      Capturing Diana Worthing hadn’t been part of James’s plans when the word had come that Kinnaird needed to be extracted. But James believed in using whatever opportunity dropped into his lap, and the fine-faced Diana Worthing was an opportunity.

      He skimmed down the ladder from the quarterdeck and entered his main cabin. The shore was receding, the line of cliffs moving up and down through the lights of the stern. Good. James always liked to see England dropping behind him.

      James spent a moment watching the land grow smaller, then he unbolted the starboard side door, and walked into his inner cabin.

      And ducked.

      A candlestick came flying across the small room, narrowly missing his head and clattering against the wall. James shut the door quickly as Lady Worthing hefted a large book.

      She’d tipped the meager contents of the shelves above his bunk to the mattress, and now she was rifling through them, choosing her weapons. James sidestepped as she threw the book, got across the tiny cabin before she could reach for her next missile, and grabbed her.

      He shoved her up against the wall, pinning her wrists above her head. He was breathing hard by the time he got her to quiet, and found himself looking into very angry blue eyes.

      Gray-blue eyes, like the sea at dawn. Tiny ruby earrings trembled in the dim light, and her carefully dressed red curls were now mussed from the strong wind.

      The bones of her face were clean and strong, but she wasn’t thin. Her cheeks were round and soft, chin and forehead completing the almost perfect oval. No pert nose, childlike face, or dimpled chin. She was a beautiful woman — not of fashionable beauty, but primal, fierce beauty, one that stirred mating desires in a man.

      Her quick breath brushed James’s lips as he leaned to her, and the red curl that dangled down her neck beckoned his mouth. She had fire in her eyes, no fear and submission there. Taking a woman like this would be passionate, and unforgettable.

      Her husband was a horse’s ass, by Kinnaird’s accounts. This woman might love Worthing dearly, or she might be in need of a little care, hence her reputation as a light-skirt. Ship’s captains tended to spend many months away from home.

      “Does the ravishment commence now?” she asked. Her voice had a slight tremor in it, though she tried to mask it with hauteur.

      James tightened his grip on her wrists. “Do you want it to?”

      “Do I have a choice?” Her eyes flickered. “I suppose I will be passed to your crew once you’ve finished.”

      James caressed the inside of her wrist with his thumb. Her skin was silken, incredibly so. He let his thumb move under the edge of her torn glove. “You’re confusing this with a pirate ship, Lady Worthing. We’re pirate hunters. I kill the bastards who do that to women.”

      A swallow moved down her throat. “Does that mean I am safe with you? Forgive me, but our present situation hardly reassures me.”

      Like hell he was letting her go to start throwing things at him again. “Doesn’t matter.” James leaned closer still, breathing in her scent of perfume mixed with salt air. “But if you prefer a ravishment, I don’t mind providing one.” He roved his gaze to her scooped bodice and the breasts pushed against the décolletage by her stays.

      “What do you intend to do with me?” she asked, that tremor still in her voice.

      “That depends. If you mean the ravishment, I’ll undo your bodice one hook at a time and enjoy the view inside. Then I’ll taste, only a little at first, until I take down your stays and cup your whole breast in my hand. I’ll tease you until your nipples are tightening for me, then maybe I’ll continue taking off the rest of the dress. Or I’ll leave it at that, maybe savor you later.”

      Lady Worthing’s eyes had gone wide, but her pupils spread, shock mixed with . . . desire? Maybe. She wasn’t used to men saying such things to her — the idiots chasing her at Admiral Burgess’s probably treated her like a goddess on a pedestal, not a flesh and blood woman.

      She wet her lips, the moisture behind them enticing. “I meant, do you intend to let me off this ship or will you carry me to whatever is your destination?”

      “That depends on you.” James released one of her hands to skim his fingers down her throat. “If you behave yourself, we’ll let you off before we leave the south coast. If you keep tossing candlesticks at me, I’ll tie you up until we reach Charleston.”

      “Charleston? That’s where you’re going?”

      “It is. Won’t matter who you tell once we let you go. I’m not a wanted man there.”

      Though he’d released her wrist, Lady Worthing still rested it against the wall, as though she hadn’t noticed that the tether of his fingers had gone.

      This situation was getting him hard. It had been a while since James had sated himself — he found he had less time for meaningless satisfaction these days.

      But he sensed that an affair with this woman would be different. She had fire in her, and a storm, and she’d ignite a man’s bed with passion beyond measure. Wanting burned in her, which kicked James’s wanting to life.

      During the passage to Charleston, they could enjoy sultry nights in James’s bunk, and during the day, she could tell him all about the English navy and their ship movements and the island her admiral father owned, called Haven.

      He’d make her surrender sweet. Worth it.

      James leaned closer, his face an inch from hers, her warmth caressing him. “We’ll clear England by morning. Let me know your answer by then.”

      “What answer?”

      “Whether you want to be tied up and locked away or stay in here as my guest.”

      She swallowed. “Not really a choice, is it?”

      “It is, Lady Worthing. I leave it up to you.” James leaned closer, his forehead nearly touching hers. “You want to know what I find most interesting about you? That you’re not weeping and begging me to return you to your husband. Or the safety of Admiral Burgess’s home at once.”

      “Would it do any good?” The right side of her mouth quirked into a half smile. “Besides, the house party was quite dreadful.”

      James drew a sharp breath. Yes, a week in his bunk, with her. Henderson and O’Malley could sail the bloody ship by themselves while he got to know every nuance of this woman.

      “I believe you,” James said. “I’ve met Admiral Burgess.”

      The smile died. “If you decide to leave me off before England is out of sight, would you take me to my father’s house instead?”

      “Your father’s house,” James repeated, seeing the worry return to her eyes. “Not your husband’s?”

      “My daughter is there.”

      Daughter. Intelligence hadn’t told him about a daughter. He kept his tone nonchalant. “Your father’s house where?”

      “Near Southampton.”

      He waited but Lady Worthing closed her mouth, finished. No discussion of her father’s island where she spent her summers.

      The location of the island was a secret — or at least a secret to Americans or French frigates looking for it. James had heard only one mention of it, and had since discovered it to be in the possession of one Admiral John Lockwood, retired naval hero. His daughter, Diana, was married to Sir Edward Worthing, neatly available at the house party to which the spy Kinnaird had finagled an invitation. Kinnaird had been there for other reasons so had not asked her about it, and she’d never mentioned it to him, no matter how congenial they’d become.

      The island could be key to James’s goal, or it could be one more step on the road — or it could be of no importance whatsoever. Didn’t matter. James needed to know.

      “I’ll consider it.” He traced her cheek again, wanting to take his hand all the way down her neck to her enticing bosom.

      He backed away instead, releasing her completely. Interesting that she still kept her hands up for a second, before realizing she was free and quickly lowering her arms.

      “Someone will bring you food,” James said. “Make yourself comfortable.”

      James turned and left before she could pick up something else to throw at him. He saw her reaching, but he managed to close and lock the door behind him, before whatever it was crashed against the wall.
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        * * *

      

      Make yourself comfortable. Diana did so by seating herself on the edge of his bunk, opening his sea chest, and going through its contents.

      The best way to defeat an enemy is to know him, her father had told her. Know everything about them, their strengths and their weaknesses. That was the key to knowing when and how to strike.

      Admiral Lockwood had meant enemy ships and their movements, but Diana saw no reason not to apply the idea to Captain Ardmore. Locked inside his cabin, she couldn’t explore the ship, but she could discover everything about the man himself.

      From what was in his sea chest, Diana learned that Captain Ardmore was from Charleston, South Carolina, lived in a house on the Battery, and had a sister, Honoria, who wrote to him. The letters were succinct and businesslike—what Honoria had spent on the household, the state of health of everyone on the staff, and tidbits of information about the Ardmore investments and how they were doing.

      The letters contained nothing personal about Honoria, nor did they ask personal questions about James. She might have been his man of business rather than a member of the family. Honoria had addressed them to various ports in the world—To be held for Captain Ardmore — none of them English ports, Diana noted.

      Captain Ardmore didn’t have much in the way of personal possessions either. His books were about flora and fauna of the world, or histories of various countries, things a ship’s captain might want to know before he visited said countries. Ardmore seemed to like histories in general, having a volume Gibbon nestled next to Herodotus and Tacitus in Greek and Latin. He’d underlined passages in the books, mostly about battle tactics and outcomes, and made notes in the margins.

      The only personal item Diana found was the small, oval portrait of a young lady with dark hair, a determined chin, and green eyes. The eyes were the same light ice-green as Captain Ardmore’s and possessed the same penetrating stare.

      “The sister, Honoria, I presume,” Diana said.

      She found two more oval pictures, one of a green-eyed young man—a smiling, less brutish version of Captain Ardmore. A younger brother perhaps. Another of a young woman and two black-haired little girls. The little girls had the Ardmore green eyes.

      Diana slipped the pictures back into the protective bags in which she found them and returned them to their places.

      At the bottom of the trunk, she found the diary. Curious, she opened it then stopped in shock at the first words she saw.

      My children died today.

      Diana drew a breath, a sickening feeling in her stomach, but the next words pulled her on. Or was it yesterday? Or the day before? They told me this morning. My wife and my little girls. Gone forever. When did it happen? It doesn’t matter. The world ended for me today.

      Diana turned the page, realizing that Captain Ardmore had not written this diary. The hand was different from that which had scribbled notes in his histories, and the voice was completely different as well.

      She’d seen an emptiness in Ardmore’s eyes when he’d stood so close to her, but he’d not borne the grief of a parent losing his children. Diana knew what she’d feel like if anything happened to Isabeau, and knew Captain Ardmore had not experienced that.

      Another page mentioned “my brother James” and also that the writer had purchased a refitted frigate, called the Argonaut, for his purpose.

      Honoria doesn’t like it, and James won’t either, but he wasn’t there, was he? Where was he? Why was he not there to save them from the cruelty? He has abandoned us.

      Diana flipped to the last pages of the book, which were blank, and backtracked until she found the last entry. The book had gotten wet at some point, the pages blotched and warped.

      I have found him. I will kill him, and all will be avenged.

      And then, nothing. Diana’s heart beat faster as she flipped back through the book. Every page got less coherent as the writer neared the end of the book, the ravings of a madman, far gone in his despair.

      She was fixed, in horror, on a passage where he explained, in full detail, what had happened to his wife and two little girls, when Captain Ardmore banged back into the cabin.
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      Ardmore stopped. He and Diana regarded each other across the cabin for the space of a few heartbeats, before Ardmore slammed the door, ripped the book out of Diana’s hands, and slammed it back into the trunk.

      He had her up against the wall again with his vast strength before she could draw a breath, his eyes full of anger and old pain. “Not a word of it to anyone, not a damned word. My brother deserves some kind of peace.”

      Diana met his gaze, her fear erased in a wash of compassion. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

      She’d read before Ardmore had jerked the diary away that his brother’s wife and children had been tortured and murdered when the ship on which they’d traveled had been attacked by marauders. The rest of the diary had catalogued Ardmore’s brother’s search for the culprits, which had grown more despairing each day.

      “Were the men responsible ever caught?” Diana asked.

      “No.” The word was blunt, final.

      She swallowed, her throat tight. “And your brother?” But in her heart, she knew.

      “Dead.”

      She shook her head. “I truly am sorry.”

      “Paul’s killer, I found. Broke the pirate’s neck.”

      Ardmore leaned into her as he had before, hands locked around her wrists. The power in her grip made Diana believe that he had indeed murdered a man with his bare hands. Ardmore was ruthless, moved by tragic events to do what he thought justified.

      And yet, she was not afraid.

      “I have a daughter,” Diana said. “I know what your brother must have gone through.”

      “I don’t think you do.” Ardmore’s eyes were clear green, his pupils black voids. “You speak of this to no one, not your heroic husband, not your father, not your daughter, not anyone on your little island hideaway.”

      Diana’s breath caught. The existence of Haven was no secret—their friends and acquaintance knew Diana and her father and Isabeau spent their summers there. But what Admiral Lockwood did to help the navy and England there was secret, at least from the enemies of England.

      “You know much about me,” she said.

      “Kinnaird and others like him are thorough.”

      Know your enemy.

      Ardmore pressed her against the wall with his body, his strength and weight ensuring she’d go nowhere. Diana felt his hard muscles through her thin gown, a virile man who took what he wanted.

      If he forced her onto the bunk, she’d never be able to fight him off. Then again, he might simply take her against this wall.

      Her heart thumped, half in fear, half in excitement. If one of his crew had held her like this, she’d have screamed the ship down. But Ardmore’s gaze held her, mesmerized her.

      Diana had never lusted for a man before, not with the primal need that flowed through her now. But here, in this rocking cabin away from the world, that need filled her and wouldn’t be quenched.

      The knowledge of what she felt burned in his eyes. Ardmore leaned closer and skimmed his lips from her forehead down the bridge of her nose to her chin, barely touching, a whisper of feeling.

      Diana shuddered. “Don’t.”

      “Where is Haven, Lady Worthing?”

      Even shaking all over, she knew better than to blurt answers. “It’s not big enough to bother about.”

      His lips brushed her cheek. “I didn’t ask you that. I asked you where it was.”

      “Only my family goes there.”

      He stopped, mouth quirking into a little smile. “Did your father train you to withstand interrogation?”

      “A bit.” She tried to force her gaze from his lips, which were warm and enticing. “Now that you’ve tried seduction, I suppose next comes torture?”

      A rumbling laugh. “It would be a damned shame to mar this body.” Ardmore nuzzled her cheek again and blew warm breath to her skin. “But this isn’t seduction, Lady Worthing. I haven’t even begun to seduce.”

      But it was torture. Pure torture.

      “I’m a married woman,” Diana said.

      “To the much-decorated Sir Edward,” Ardmore drawled. “A naval captain is away for a long stretches of time.”

      “So is a pirate hunter.”

      Ardmore stopped, his mouth an inch from hers, his green eyes snaring her. “Where is the island, Lady Worthing?”

      “Why do you want to know so adamantly?”

      “I have my reasons. Would you like me to take you there now? It’s a long way from your husband.”

      “Why would you think I wanted to stay away from my husband?”

      James touched her cheek, where Edward had last bruised it. The bruises had faded, except for the last vestiges. She covered them with powder, but the wind and water would have dissolved the powder by now.

      His eyes held knowledge. “Because of this.”

      She flinched away. “Was that in Mr. Kinnaird’s report?”

      “Mr. Kinnaird is perceptive. He told me many things about you.”

      Her heart sped. “Mr. Kinnaird doesn’t know me.”

      “Neither do I. But I want to. Let me take you to your island. We can learn all about each other there.”

      “The island is private.”

      “My intention is to be private.” His voice was low, sultry like a summer night. I haven’t even begun to seduce.

      “The fact that you want to know so much where it is makes me cautious about telling you.”

      “I’ll find out anyway, Lady Worthing. Save yourself the trouble.”

      “Haven is insignificant.” Diana tried to draw a breath, but she shivered as Ardmore’s lips brushed her cheek again, right over the last bruises Edward had left. “Hardly worth your notice.”

      “Then why don’t you want me there?”

      Because it would be dangerous. Not only if Haven’s secrets were exposed to him, but this man would be dangerous to Diana. She could easily imagine being with him on the quiet beach, watching the stars, or in her little bedchamber in Haven’s rambling house. He’d try to steal everything she was, and she might let him.

      She said, “You’re an American, and if you’re a privateer, likely you’re an enemy of England. Many Americans are openly helping the French.”

      “Not really. I help no one but myself.”

      “Then there is nothing on Haven to interest you.”

      Ardmore stopped, an impatient light in his eyes. His touch was still seductive, but she sensed him growing annoyed. “If nothing is there, then tell me where it is.”

      “No.” Diana’s word was quiet but unmoving. “Haven is a retreat for my family, and I do not want you there.”

      “But one day I’ll get there.” His voice held more steel. “And I’ll find you waiting.”

      “Not for you.”

      “We’ll see, Lady Worthing.” He skimmed his fingertips down her face, trailing across her throat and along her décolletage. “Make sure you rest. We have a long way to go.”

      He took a step back, lifting his pinning weight from her. The satisfied look in his eyes angered her. Ardmore thought he was breaking her, but Diana had learned years ago, to never, ever break.

      Her hand flashed out to slap him. Quicker than thought, Ardmore caught her hand in his, twisting her arm down. Back against the wall she went.

      This time there was no gentleness in him. “You fight me, and things might turn bad. I don’t want that to happen.”

      Diana swallowed, his grip hurting her fingers. Fear returned. He was a powerful man, ruthless, ready to use any means necessary to get what he wanted.

      She knew that Ardmore saw her fear, because he gave a satisfied nod. “I’m glad you understand.”

      He let her go again. Diana restrained herself and didn’t go after him, fists flying, like she wanted to. If she did that, he might tie her up, or lock her in some cupboard, or give her to his men. Never mind he said they killed pirates who hurt women—Diana knew enough about sailors to know they weren’t always as respectful of ladies as they should be. And she was a captive, English, an enemy.

      She rubbed her hand while Ardmore walked away without worry. When he shut the door, she grabbed another candlestick, and threw it at the closed door, just to remind him he hadn’t tamed her.
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        * * *

      

      The sun sank and the sea became black. Diana noted that the ship picked up speed as darkness fell, whereas it had been inching along during daylight. Captain Ardmore had been trying not to draw attention to himself, staying just out of sight of shore, but not rushing.

      Now that the long summer day had finally drawn to a close, Ardmore was taking advantage of a good wind to blow them into the Atlantic.

      Diana sat on the bunk and watched the stars through the small porthole. Captain Ardmore had a compass fixed above his bed, so she could see where they were headed—west and slightly southwest.

      Part of her tingled with excitement—a voyage to lands new to her, the spread of stars over the empty sky, the vast ocean beneath her feet. She loved to sail, though she never had gone much farther than Haven or up the coast of England.

      The other part of her was in dismay. Isabeau would be safe with her father, but at the same time, Diana did not want to be parted from her for months and months. And there was no knowing what Edward would do to Isabeau if he claimed Diana had deserted him. Diana’s father had much influence, but Edward had every legal right over Isabeau, and he would exercise them.

      A swell lifted the ship. Diana rose with it, placing her hands on the sill of the porthole. She thrilled as the ship ran down the other side, the frigate well underway.

      The door banged open, and Captain Ardmore filled the doorframe. “Time to go, Lady Worthing.”

      Her heart leapt, her fear returning. “Go where?”

      “Home. Isn’t that what you want?”

      She didn’t know anymore. Diana wanted Isabeau, but she also wanted to sail away in front of this high wind. She could leave the petty, dull, jealous gossip of London, the tedium of calls and soirées, the pretending to be the dutiful captain’s wife, when all she wanted was freedom.

      When Diana didn’t move, Ardmore came to her, took her by the arm, and pulled her with him across the cabin. He yanked open the door and half dragged her into the outer room, where starlight poured through the stern lights.

      “Where are we exactly?” she managed to ask.

      Ardmore pulled with him out onto the deck, into the wind. “Just south of Southampton. I’m putting you ashore. It’s time for me to move on.”
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        * * *

      

      James took Lady Worthing down the ladder to the waiting dinghy himself, one arm around her soft hips and backside as she struggled to hold on as best she could. He settled her onto a seat then took the tiller while one of his sailors raised sail and cast them off into the Channel.

      Diana sat in the bow, clutching the gunwale and looking cold in her finery. The little boat dipped and lurched, and spray drenched them all.

      The moon was high by the time James and his sailor got the dinghy close enough to a little shingle beach about twenty miles from port. He couldn’t risk putting in closer.

      The sailor remained with the boat while James lifted Diana out and set her on the shingle. She slipped and slid, and James helped her climb up the beach to a little pathway at the top, Diana clinging to him every step.

      The pathway turned to a lane, which led to a wider road. Lights of a village twinkled not far away. A village meant a public house, which meant accommodation.

      “We’ll get you something to eat and a bed for the night,” James said. “In the morning, you can send tearful messages to your family that you’re well.”

      “Will I be well?”

      “You will. My word on it.”

      She wouldn’t be if she kept shivering. The night had turned cold, a sharp wind cut from the sea, and Lady Worthing’s flimsy gown was made to float in light summer breezes.

      James slid off his coat and handed it to her. “Put it on.”

      Diana stared at him, gaze dropping to the moonlight gleaming on his bared skin. “You’ll take chill.”

      “I’m hardy. Put on the damned coat. I’ll resume it when we reach the inn so the publican’s wife won’t faint from modesty.”

      Diana stared at him, openmouthed a moment longer, her red lips so kissable. Then she thrust her arms into the coat and pulled it over her shoulders. She was lost in the large thing, her hands hidden by the long sleeves, but at least she stopped shivering.

      They walked in silence. James didn’t like England — the overly neat hedgerows and perpetual chill didn’t appeal to him after the still heat and studied elegance of Charleston. The swamps of the South would terrify the English, with its vast silence, alligators, and ghost lights.

      The village did have a public house with an inn and a publican’s wife. The publican’s wife looked at them askance, even though James resumed his coat before approaching. He poured plenty of coin into her hands, however, to keep her quiet.

      The publican gave them a private parlor upstairs, away from the noisy villagers in the taproom, and the publican’s wife brought up hot soup, boiled beefsteak, and bread.

      Once they’d gone, Diana turned from where she’d warmed herself at the fire and gave James a tired look. “You can leave me now.”

      “Not until I’ve seen you eat,” James said, arranging the plates on the table. “It’s a bad idea for anyone downstairs to think you’re alone up here. The publican and his wife believe you’re my fancy woman.”

      “That is your fault, Captain. You didn’t correct the assumption.”

      “I don’t want to spend a night in an English jail for kidnapping you. You wait until I’m gone tomorrow and then you can tell everyone whatever the hell you want.”

      Diana had sunk to the chair in front of the bread and steaming soup, but she looked up at him again, eyes wide. “Do you mean you’re spending the night here?”

      “I told you, I’m not leaving you alone.”

      “I thought you were releasing me to go home.”

      “I am, but you can’t travel alone in the dark tonight. So here we stay. Unless you want to take your chances with the drunken fishermen in the taproom.”

      Lady Worthing listened a moment to the revelry that poured up the stairs. James saw her realize the wisdom of having someone on hand to protect her. “The floor might be uncomfortable for you,” she said.

      James glanced at the high, plump bed under the eaves. “That’s a wide bedstead. We’ll both be comfortable.”

      Her look turned to a glare. Good. Her sail down the coast and hike in drawing-room finery hadn’t weakened her.

      “You are the most presumptuous, arrogant man I’ve ever met,” she said. She angrily took up a hunk of bread and slapped butter to it.

      James leaned his hip against the table, watching her. “Even your ass of a husband?”

      “Even him. Which is quite an achievement, I assure you.”

      “I’m wounded,” James said, straight-faced. “If he’s such bastard to you, why not enjoy yourself and to hell with him?”

      “Be a light-skirt?” She paused, giving him a wry smile, then went back to spreading butter. “Everyone supposes I am anyway. Gentlemen chase me about, though I have no idea why.”

      “Look in the mirror. And I meant enjoy yourself with me, not your whey-faced English bastards afraid to ruin their manicures.”

      Diana looked up at him over her buttering. “You are presumptuous.”

      “You’re in my power, Lady Worthing. I’m being kind to you. A few of my men asked to have you, to teach your husband a lesson. I had to tell them no.”

      “They did?” She looked shocked.

      “They’re sailors, a long way from home, finding the tedium hard. I had to confine them to the brig because I didn’t have time to give them a lash or two to teach them manners.”

      “Don’t flog them,” she said suddenly, sharply. “Don’t.”

      “Threat of a lash keeps a crew under control.”

      “It’s cruel.”

      “I’ve been flogged myself,” James said. “I know what it feels like. It’s no more cruel than a husband who strikes out at a wife.” He motioned to her face. “I saw the marks.”

      Her hauteur came back. “That is none of your concern.”

      “It’s my concern while you’re under my protection. Why so anxious to run back to him?” James leaned to her. His chest went suddenly tight and the next words came out before he could stop them. “Why not come with me?”

      “With you?” Lady Worthing’s décolletage rose sharply with her breath, and she set down the roll. “Why?”
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      James was liking her more and more. She didn’t give him an arch look or simper at his offer, or seem terrified at the prospect of sailing across the Atlantic with him. She simply wanted to know why he’d asked.

      “You’d enjoy yourself. As captain’s lady, you’d have my protection. The Argonaut isn’t a stickler naval vessel—every man on my ship is there because they want to be, we eat and sleep well, and we divide up any spoils equally. I don’t have asinine rules about women on board, so I won’t confine you to my cabin. You’ll have the run of the ship. You can watch the stars from the quarterdeck or help raise the sails for all I care.”

      James closed his mouth to stop the flow words. In a minute, he’d be begging her to come with him. But the thought of letting her go without experiencing her was bothering him for some reason.

      He’d stolen her to bully the location of Haven out of her, and then he’d started to admire her when she wouldn’t easily be cowed. Lady Worthing had taken abduction, the threat of ravishment, his interrogation, and their covert journey without losing one bit of her composure. She despised her husband, that was clear, and the man saw free to beat her.

      The beating made him angry. She was a beautiful, complex woman, like a piece of art, and Worthing didn’t value her. James didn’t like the idea of the man touching her again, marriage be damned.

      But Worthing hadn’t broken her. Lady Worthing was a bright blade—gleaming, sharp, strong but not brittle. In all his travels, James didn’t think he’d met a woman like her.

      She had fire in her, but she suppressed it, as though she thought she had to, at all costs. James wanted to show her how to stir the fire, how to let herself burn without pain.

      “Come with me,” he repeated.

      “As what?” Her expression showed she was troubled, not insulted. “Your mistress?”

      “Why not? It’s a long voyage to Charleston, hopefully a calm one. You can go your own way once we reach the city, if you want.” James leaned closer. “But what’s in between can be slow and good.”

      Again her chest rose and fell, her cheekbones staining red. “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

      “Can’t? Or won’t?” James closed his hand around hers. “Let me show you some of the world. You know what I am, now that you’ve gone through my belongings.”

      “I don’t know you at all,” Diana said, confusion in her eyes. “I read your brother’s journal, not yours.”

      “What happened to him made me what I am.” James tightened his grip. “Come with me, Diana. We’ll leave England behind. I saw you looking at the stars when I came to get you tonight. You want to.”

      Her look told him he was right. “That doesn’t matter. I still can’t.”

      “Yes you can. Let your husband rage. Come with me, and he’ll never hit you again.”

      She only sat still, her brows drawn, her breath coming fast. “No, I . . . can’t.”

      “God’s balls, woman. You want to go back to him?”

      She shook her head, tendrils of hair brushing her cheeks. “If I run away with you it could ruin my daughter. She already has a hard enough time of it.”

      “Bring her with you.”

      Diana looked surprised. “Bring her?”

      “Why not? You wouldn’t know it to look at him, but my second lieutenant, O’Malley, makes a good nanny.”

      She didn’t laugh. “But she isn’t . . . Isabeau isn’t like other children.” She drew a breath. “You can’t understand, because you do whatever you like, and hang the consequences. It’s a bit different for me. You tell me I’d enjoy sailing to America with you, and I would, but it would be the last thing I ever enjoyed. Once we parted ways, I’d be a woman who abandoned her husband for a rogue and an outlaw. I could be arrested; I could go to the stocks for it. Edward could take Isabeau from me and never let her see me again. You’re saying I should risk that—for a few weeks with you?”

      “They’d be glorious weeks.”

      “Worth my life?”

      “You have an argument for every one of mine, don’t you?”

      “Why should this surprise you? Does no one ever argue with you?”

      He let out a laugh. “Not more than once.”

      Diana pressed her hands flat on the table. “I will not go with you, Captain Ardmore. That’s my final answer.”

      “Sure about that?”

      She looked up in anger. “You are the most confounding man I’ve ever met! You abducted me, you are trying to pry the whereabouts of Haven from me, and now you tell me I should be happy to abandon my home and family for you.”

      “Because you would, you stubborn woman.”

      “How do I know you’re not exactly like my husband? I’ve been given a taste of what you do to get what you want. How do I know I’d be safe from you?”

      “You would be. Now eat. I have no intention of standing here trying to convince you all night.”

      She eyed him in suspicion. “Then you’ll take my answer as final.”

      “No, I’m saving my breath. If you say no, I’ll just abduct you again.”

      “You arrogant . . .” She stopped, her lips parted, her deepening flush making her eyes sparkle. “But no, all this talk about what a joy it will be to sail off with you is flummery, isn’t it? What you want is for me to tell you where Haven is, isn’t it?” Hurt mixed with her anger. “You’re a ruthless man, Captain Ardmore.”

      “Damn you, woman, can’t you believe I simply want to spend time with you?”

      “I believe you’re a man who’ll stop at nothing to get what you want.”

      He leaned down to her again, the fragrance of her making him insane. He brushed back a lock of her hair. “Let me convince you,” he said. Her breath warmed his fingertips. “Let me spend all night convincing you. The bed is plenty big, as I said.”
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