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Prologue
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London ~ November 1819

––––––––
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KENNET ALEXSON DODGED along the murky streets, his breath coming in short bursts. He knew this district like the back of his hand, giving him a slight edge, but they were used to hunting people down dark alleyways and narrow lanes. His only advantage was, they had no idea he was leading them into a trap. They wouldn’t give up, they presumed they could catch him unawares, that he wouldn’t be able to outrun them, that they still had an element of surprise.  

Little did they realise, if caught, surprise would be the element he turned on them. 

Slipping between buildings in the squalid backstreets, Kennet paused, listening, and sniffing the air much like a dog sniffs out sausages. He could smell the unwashed odour of their bodies and hear the slap of bare feet on the cobbles. Needing to catch his breath he sank to the ground completely obscured by the shadows. 

Dammit all to hell. 

Given their pathetic reasoning, he was flabbergasted they bothered tracking him down. They surely had been drinking too much tainted rum.

It was more than two years since he slipped away from the Lucky Doubloon, while the sloop was undergoing lengthy yet vital repairs in a Caribbean shipyard, after a run in with the French navy. News filtered through to him, via the privateers’ network, that someone with whom he was once intimate had been held captive for many years. She had finally escaped, but Kennet was seized by an inexplicable compulsion to make sure, to see for himself that she was indeed safe and protected. She remained important to him, despite their decades apart. He explained all this to his quartermaster, couching it in far less emotional terms and blurring over the odd detail, before handing over the captaincy of the vessel. That same night, he departed under cover of darkness so as not to alert either his, somewhat volatile, crew or the customs men patrolling the docks. 

In Kennet’s mind, that was the end of their association. He didn’t take anything other than the clothes he was wearing and some coin. Neither did he divulge their whereabouts when intercepted and questioned by three naval officers — intent on breaking a racketeering ring — who tried to prevent him from boarding a ship bound for London. Kennet convinced his interrogators he was merely a sailor, fallen on hard times, trying to work passage back to England to his family. 

By the time he disembarked at the Surrey Commercial Docks in Rotherhithe, he was weary of life at sea. To put down roots, to have a bed that didn’t sway, to eat food that wasn’t crawling with weevils, was suddenly, and unexpectedly, appealing. 

He found a place to lay his head. Not particularly clean or comfortable, but after the Lucky Doubloon, sheer luxury — ignoring the fact you still had to sleep with a dagger at your fingertips. Next, he needed a job, eventually securing employment as a coal whipper on the docks, shifting coal from the colliers into lighters and barges. It wasn’t long before he was promoted — if one could call it that — to coal porter, part of a gang of brawny dockhands who unloaded coal either from ships at the wharf side or from the lighters and barges. This latter job also involved delivery of coal to residential customers, and Kennet quickly became familiar with the streets of London, a knowledge that would serve him well in the not too distant future. 

He had been in England about six months when his luck changed again. Archie Miller, one of the coal whippers with whom he was friendly, landed a new job, and worse, no longer stopped in at the Windy Sail — a less than reputable tavern not far from the docks — for a pint on his way home from work. When Kennet eventually caught up with him, in early October, Archie explained he had been offered a position at Trentams, one of the fastest growing shipyards. It was a great opportunity and, as Archie said, it was make or break for him.

“Sybs’ll leave me if I don’t get a grip o’ myself. I love the booze, but I love ‘er more. Got this job by the kindness of an actual Lady, so I did. You should come by, see whether they’re hiring.”

“They won’t take on the likes of me, Archie. You know my background.” Kennet had spilled his tale during one drunken afternoon not long after they met, but Archie hadn’t held it against him, saying everyone had their secrets. 

“I dunno. Mr Drummond is a decent sort, and fair. With what you know you’d prob’ly be an asset to them, you could warn ‘em of the wily ways of pirates. Y’know, tell ‘em where ships are likely to be raided. I think it’d be mutually beneficial.” His tones a little haughty — rubbing shoulders with the merchant class had clearly enhanced Archie’s vocabulary. Kennet chuckled and said he would think about it.

Three weeks later, an opportunity presented itself, and he approached Mr Holland, the master shipwright. Outlining his skills, Kennet admitted he had spent some years aboard a pirate sloop, hounding shipping up and down the Americas. Taken by the man’s honesty and obvious ability, Mr Holland spoke with Hugh Drummond, the owner of Trentams.  Mr Drummond could see the sense in having someone who knew how pirates schemed, but would only agree to a trial period initially, and under strict supervision. 

Kennet jumped at the offer, and quickly proved himself a capable employee. His time on the Lucky Doubloon standing him in good stead with the particulars of ship building and repairs, not to mention he was a seasoned sailor. Before long, his probation was lifted, and he never gave Mr Drummond the slightest reason to regret his decision. 

That was nigh on a year past and in that time, there had been no inkling of the trouble stalking him. Then not quite two months ago, everything he had worked for, everything he held dear was suddenly in grave jeopardy. 

His old crew had tracked him to London, why they felt the need was beyond him — they had his ship, not to mention the treasure they’d plundered. If they found out where he worked, everyone at Trentams was at risk and that was something he refused to have on his conscience, for more reasons than the obvious.

There was also Lynette. 

*****
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Chapter One
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Six Months Previously.

Lynette Collins arrived at Trentams earlier than normal, wanting to get a head start on some of the paperwork before Mr Drummond arrived. He was a kind and generous boss, and Lynette loved working in the shipyard, it was so interesting — no two days the same — but, dear Lord, the man had no idea how to keep things tidy. It amazed her he ever found anything — plans, charts, all manner of papers regularly ended up strewn across every available surface. Apparently, until Jessica, his sister, stepped in to help about a year ago, he rarely bothered with filing — yet Mr Drummond always knew exactly where even the most insignificant document was; what mail he had received, whether it required immediate response, and what had to be attended to each day. His shipyard was prospering, his workers loyal, and his deadlines always met, so whatever he was doing, worked — but Lynette would never trust him with the filing.

It was late spring, and London remained sunny and mild, despite the sudden and intense frosts afflicting much of Britain, causing havoc in the agricultural regions. Light poured through the numerous windows, negating the necessity for candles. Unlatching and opening them wide, to allow the gentle May breeze to refresh the room after being closed up overnight, Lynette stood for a moment, hands on hips, and surveyed the office, a smile twitching her lips at the devastation in front of her. Anyone who didn’t know better, would think the place had been robbed. Pushing up her sleeves, she started at one side of the room and an hour later the desks, tables, and shelves were clear, and every last piece of paper tidied away. 

Satisfied with her efforts, she ran a duster over the surfaces and swept the polished wooden floor, before going downstairs to the kitchen to prepare a pot of coffee for Mr Drummond. 

Setting the cups on a tray, she heard a familiar voice. As he did every day, Mr Alexson stuck his head around the door and called a cheerful ‘Good morning.’ Lynette responded in kind, asking whether he had time for a brew. 

“Thank you, Mrs Collins, not this morning. We’ve got the middle deck going in on the new schooner, and Mr Holland wants us to crack on early.” He paused. “Mayhap I could interest you in taking tea with me at The Copper Urn after work, though?” Referring to one of the more respectable teahouses a short walk from Trentams.

Lynette hesitated. A widow of eight months, it was perfectly acceptable for her to consent to his invitation, but Seth, her husband, had been a vicious drunk and she remained wary of any attention shown her by the opposite sex. To be fair, Mr Alexson seemed affable; she knew Archie, as well as both Mr Hugh and Mr Nick Drummond, trusted him. Neither had he been anything other than a gentleman when near her, she hadn’t even heard him curse, which did impress her.  

Kennet Alexson saw her deliberating and willed her to assent. This diminutive and shy woman, with her chestnut hair and soft brown eyes, had intrigued him since first they met a couple of months previously. Jessica Drummond had been showing her around the yard, providing an overview of what went on every day. Mrs Collins wouldn’t be expected to know every detail of how Trentams functioned, but a general idea was beneficial to her overall understanding of their operations. Sharing the job with Archie’s wife, Sybil, Mrs Collins worked Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday mornings, Sybil the remainder of the week. From their conversations, Kennet knew her days were full and busy, as she also helped out at the newly rebuilt Sanctuary House; a refuge for abused woman — and a place dear to her heart. 

From that day, Kennet made it his business to arrive a few minutes before he was due to start work, to chance a brief chat with her, and soon enough, Mrs Collins began offering him a cup of tea, or coffee. Gradually, they became comfortable with each other and, now Kennet was hoping she might be amenable to spending time with him away from the shipyard. 

Lynette, in the meantime, as she did every time they saw each other, was contemplating Mr Alexson. He was exceptionally tall, taller even than Mr Drummond and Archie, both of whom towered over most everyone else in the shipyard. Even the badly fitting work attire could not disguise his lean, powerful physique. Lynette found her eyes straying to his shoulders, the flex of his muscles as they shifted under his jacket, stirring something she believed long extinguished. 

Tilting her head, the better to study him, and trying to be objective, Lynette had to admit, while others might judge his features severe, she thought him devastatingly attractive. His hair, neatly caught in a queue, was an unusual colour; the closest she could come up with was rich mid-brown, threaded with interesting golden, tawny highlights, reminding her of something but she couldn’t decide what. His features were rugged, and currently a tad angular, as though he hadn’t been eating properly — an impression, which made her want to take him home and feed him a hearty meal. 

That brought her to his eyes — no, she corrected herself — his right eye, which was the most incredible blue. Somewhere in between the bright blue of forget-me-nots and the cold blue sheen she spied once or twice on the gunmetal of a highly polished cannon, it appeared to see right inside her. His left eye was hidden by a leather patch, a pale sliver on his face, just above and below, hinting at the damage inflicted. The combination of this, his height, and his commanding presence — while menacing, sinister even, to some — to Lynette, used to the brutality of life, it spoke of a struggle, of an arduous existence and someone with a survival instinct. Someone who would protect those he cared about, to his own detriment and, unbidden, came the realisation she wanted to be one he protected. 

Kennet was starting to think she would turn him down, she took so long to answer, and was pleasantly surprised when she spoke in her gentle voice. 

“That sounds delightful.” She smiled, her face lighting up, and Kennet had to stop himself from reaching out and cupping her cheek in his hand. As it was, he nodded, grinned, and said he would meet her at the main entrance of this building at the end of the day. 
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Chapter Two
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As had become her habit, Lynette walked with Kennet to the side-door, watching as his long legs took him to the gate into the main yard in less than a dozen strides. Hugging herself, she walked slowly back to the kitchen, brewed the coffee, placed several, freshly baked biscuits on a plate and carefully carried the laden tray to the office. 

Hugh Drummond, perusing a batch of mail, glanced up as Lynette came in, and smiled a greeting.

“Good morning Mrs Collins. Thank you for tidying this room. I was late leaving and did notice it looked as though a whirlwind had blown through.” Lynnette grinned and said it was nothing, settling in a chair at the opposite side of the desk to await her instructions for the day.

The afternoon was drawing to a close when Kennet knocked on the etched glass panel of the door to the main office, electing to walk up the stairs to meet her rather than linger at the front entrance. Lynette, placing the last few documents on a pile for Mr Drummond to sign the following morning, turned to greet him. 

“Come on in, Mr Alexson, no need to wait at the other side of the threshold, we’re really quite informal.” She smiled, a little shyly, as Kennet stepped right into the room. He’d only been in here a couple of times. The first, when he came for his interview with Mr Drummond and Mr Holland; the second, when summoned by his boss, to be informed his probationary period was over, they considered him an asset to the company, and offered him a marginal increase in wage, if he agreed to be entered into their books as a permanent employee. That was nearly five months ago, and Kennet continued to prove himself a worthy addition to Trentams. 

He leaned against the door frame, watching Lynette complete her tasks, fascinated by her economy of movement as she crossed from the enormous desk to a particular cabinet and back again. It was clear she had developed the most efficient method of organising her workplace, for within minutes, the room was spotlessly tidy. Making sure the windows were closed, the few candles — required as the sun moved behind the building — snuffed out, Lynette unhooked a lightweight wrap in a shade of vibrant turquoise from the coat-rack, and was ready. 

Kennet held the door for her, waiting until she locked it and placed the key on its hook in an alcove along the corridor. They walked down the stairs and into the mild afternoon air, talking about their respective days. Kennet offered Lynette his arm, pleased when she slipped her hand around without hesitation. In turn, aware he seemed a trifle nervous, Lynette asked about the schooner they were currently fitting out. This did the trick, and Kennet launched into an enthusiastic description of what they had achieved, which sounded like an astonishing amount to Lynette. The Copper Urn was about fifteen-minutes’ walk from Trentams and, in the short time it took to get there, they chatted as though they had known each other for years. 

A cup of tea stretched into a meal, each enjoying a plate of stew and dumplings; Lynette, happy to note Kennet ate a second helping, followed a large slice of apple pie. By the time they were ready for home, the evening was almost over. Stepping out of the tea-house, Lynette slung her wrap around her shoulders saying —

“Thank you, Mr Alexson. That was one of the nicest evenings I have enjoyed in a long time. If it did not make me sound forward, I might suggest we repeat the experience.”

Kennet grinned. “I do not believe such a suggestion sounds forward, and I can think of nothing I would rather do, than spend another evening with you.” 

Lynette felt bright colour warm her face. “Well, that is very generous of you, Sir. Now I think I should make my way home. Wait... what are you doing?” As Kennet clasped her hand, tucking it back around his arm and began to walk in the general direction of her house.

“Escorting you home. You cannot think I would allow a lady such as yourself to walk these streets alone at this time of night.”

“But I am familiar with this district, I grew up here. I’m more worried you will fall foul of one of the gangs or get picked up by the Runners. You’re the unknown here. Mind, your height, and that patch should be enough to make ‘em think twice.” 

Kennet was endlessly surprised Lynette didn’t appear to be in the slightest bothered by his eyepatch. Most women he encountered — which, to be fair were few and far between — seemed to find it abhorrent, or worse wanted to mother him because of it, suppressing a shudder at the memory of those occasions. Moreover, Kennet knew should anyone decide he was a suitable target, he wouldn’t be the one losing the fight. There were things about him no one knew, things he hoped he would never be required to share, for the repercussions could be fatal.

Determined not to dwell on what he could not alter, Kennet changed the subject and the two were soon at Lynette’s home. The dank, back street where she lived had little to redeem it, and here, Lynette’s whole world contracted to one room. Her husband drank away most of their money, leaving her struggling to maintain the payments for the three rooms they rented. After Seth put her in hospital, following a severe beating, she stayed at Sanctuary House while she healed, and he stopped paying their landlord. 

Even there she couldn’t escape him, when in one of his drunken rages, and to her everlasting shame and horror, he set fire to the refuge — his mind overtaken by madness. His actions resulted in his own death and almost killed two others, Lady Helena, and Sybil Miller — Hugh, and Archie’s wives, respectively. Lynette still had nightmares about that day, for despite everyone’s assurances, she felt responsible. If only she had gone home with him, the fire would never have occurred — that Seth would likely have beaten her to death had she done so, was neither here nor there.

Upon their arrival at the shabby front door, and for reasons she could not fathom, Lynette found herself unwilling to end their evening. Taking a deep breath, she asked Kennet whether he might like to come in for a cup of hot chocolate. 

In a similar frame of mind, he agreed, following her up the narrow, creaking stairs to a room on the second floor.

“I’m sorry it isn’t much,” she apologised, inviting him in. “Please, take a seat and I won’t be a moment.” Kennet sat in the only chair and looked around while Lynette bustled about lighting candles and the tiny stove. He was astonished; somehow, she had made the room seem airy and spacious. Everything had its place, no clutter at all. The meagre furnishings were made from pale wood, the drapery and bed linen, white. The only dash of colour came from a lilac blanket folded at the foot of the single bed and Lynette’s turquoise wrap. 

Taking stock of Lynette’s home, Kennet’s chest tightened. His lodgings were humble, but they seemed grand compared with this. He had no mind to draw attention to it; aware her
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