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Chapter One
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IN THE LARGE TOWN house on Berkeley Square, Georgina Malory entered the dining room to join her husband for lunch. The twins, Gilbert and Adam, had just left the room, their empty plates still on the table, and raced past her on the stairs. At fourteen, the boys still hadn’t outgrown running to wherever they were going. She’d given up scolding them for it.

But now her mind was on her husband and his impending voyage, which she hoped wouldn’t commence before the end of the Season. So with one brown brow raised, a habit she’d picked up from him, and in a tone nearly as dry as his usually was, she said, “Another ship? Really, James, wasn’t one extra ship enough?”

James Malory looked abashed for the briefest moment when he asked, “How the deuce did you find out about that?”

“Your newest captain came by this morning with the message that he would be away for a few days to visit his family. He needs to inform them he has one more voyage to captain before retiring as they had been expecting him to do.”

James crossed his arms over his wide chest, but he was grinning now. “I can be persuasive as you well know. He was selling his ship. I wanted him and his crew with it.”

“But you already bought a second ship.”

“Contingencies, m’dear. In case I need to leave without your brothers.”

Georgina tsked at her husband as she sat down next to him. “You mean you hope for any excuse to do just that.”

“Nonsense. As long as I don’t have to endure their company for the voyage, I’m quite willing to accept their aid in this endeavor, even if they’re offering it only because their darling niece was used as bait and they want revenge for that.”

“Now you do them a disservice. With the Kidnapping foiled and the culprit’s demanding you in particular as the ransom, d’you really think they would just shrug this off as being over and done with and not give it another thought? When it could happen again? When I would be devastated if it happens again? Yes, yes, I was listening when you insisted we can’t just let this go. I even understand why you won’t let me accompany you this time.” But then she laughed. “But seven ships, James?”

“It might be eight. Nathan Tremayne has also volunteered his.”

She gasped. “Don’t you dare drag him away from his honeymoon. Well, that’s putting the cart before the horse, so don’t you dare depart England before we see Nathan and Judy married.”

“Bite your tongue, George. Watch Tony give away the bride when he doesn’t want to? I bloody well wouldn’t miss that.”

“Your brother agreed—”

“Under duress,” James cut in. “But you know how Ros can be, not to mention Judy when she puts her foot down. He was quite outnumbered in the matter of his daughter marrying Tremayne.”

“You don’t object to a smuggler in the family?”

James chuckled. “Ex-smuggler, but I confess it was lonely being the only black sheep.”

She grinned. “I think I can safely say you still reign supreme in that regard—and you loved every minute of your notoriety, don’t deny it.”

He didn’t. The ten years he’d spent as Captain Hawke, gentleman pirate, had been among the best times of his life. “In either case, Nathan’s offer was appreciated, but I already intended to decline and my third ship is a ready excuse to do so. Don’t want to ruffle Nathan’s feathers when he can be so touchy about his welcome to our family.”

“I suppose your three ships are already crewed and ready to sail at a moment’s notice? Well, after this third captain returns.”

“Of course. As are Warren and Boyd’s ships, and yours.

“Drew will be joining us, too, either here if he brings us the information he’s gathered, or in the Caribbean if he sends us a missive. In the latter case, he’ll let us know where to meet up with him. We merely await his presence or a missive from him. But he’s had enough time to find out who our culprit is. If we don’t hear from him within the month, I will depart to personally assist in the search for answers.”

Georgina had never doubted that James would return to the Caribbean for retribution. You don’t provoke a Malory in the extreme manner in which James had been provoked by kidnapping his daughter and demanding he be the ransom without bearing the consequences.

Georgina’s five brothers had also been furious about Jack’s abduction, and their feelings of guilt had only exacerbated their fury. But then they blamed themselves for Jack’s ordeal because they’d insisted she be allowed an American come-out before her first Season in London. They were still hoping she’d marry an American instead of an Englishman. If not for that, Jack wouldn’t have been in Bridgeport, Connecticut, where she was stolen right out of the Andersons’ garden. And Jack’s abductors had sunk every ship in the harbor that night so the Malorys and the Andersons couldn’t give immediate chase. But Nathan Tremayne’s timely arrival with a ship of his own foiled that part of the culprit’s plan. Nathan, James, and Judy, along with Thomas, Warren, and Drew Anderson, had been able to follow the kidnappers’ ship to the Caribbean. And fortunately, Jacqueline had managed to escape on her own unharmed and had been waiting for them in St. Kitts. She’d been unable to solve the mystery, though, of who wanted James dead.

“Regarding your departure,” Georgina said, “shall we settle on one month then? That will be almost the end of the Season, or were you planning on explaining to Jack why you won’t be here for the end of it?”

“Our darling girl barely notices I’ve been in attendance at those balls and soirées,” James reminded her.

That was a very real complaint. He didn’t even try to adjust his tone to disguise it. Georgina tried not to laugh but couldn’t help it, which got her one of James’s more intimidating stares, which he knew very well had no effect on her. He certainly had planned to frighten away all of Jack’s suitors. It had taken a long round of cajoling from both his wife and daughter before James had agreed to remain inconspicuous at the parties Jacqueline was invited to. And while it was definitely hard for a man his size to be inconspicuous, he did try to keep to the sidelines, occasionally even standing outside by the terrace doors if the events weren’t large enough to have sidelines. As it turned out, Jack so bedazzled her beaus that the young lords didn’t notice him, which James found quite annoying.

Then again, James would never have agreed to try to be inconspicuous if Jack hadn’t assured him she refused to fall in love during her first Season and certainly wouldn’t be marrying anyone for at least a year. Georgina recalled that Jack’s cousin Judy had shared those intentions, but they all knew how that had turned out, with Judy’s wedding occurring this week. But Georgina wasn’t about to remind her husband that well-laid plans, particularly those involving the heart, could go awry.

To ease her husband’s annoyance at his lack of success in sending every one of Jack’s beaus running for the hills, Georgina remarked, “She doesn’t favor any of them, you know.”

That got a brilliant smile out of James, which earned him a glare and the complaint “Why are you so happy about that? The purpose of this Season is for her to meet and fall in love with a fine young man and get married. Instead, she wants to be like you. She’d be a rake if she could. She’d be a pirate if she could. She’s taken every one of the unladylike things you’ve taught her quite to heart. I should have drawn the line at swords and pistols. But fisticuffs? You wisely didn’t mention that, and I wouldn’t even have known if she didn’t offer to give me a demonstration.”

“Where exactly is the harm? She’s a Malory and my daughter. I want her to be able to protect herself with whatever is available to her, if I’m not there to do the protecting. And from what little Jack has told us about the time she spent on her abductor’s ship, she did put her pugilist skills to good use in venting her anger on the ship’s captain and keeping him from taking unfair advantage of her. You can’t imagine how much I’m looking forward to getting my hands on that man m’self.”

“Still, you should have refused. It was so utterly inappropriate to teach Jack those skills. They didn’t help her defend herself when someone was intent on abducting her. Instead they made her think she could fight those men herself after the fact, when she was already captured—which could have gotten her more hurt than she was.”

When Georgina saw the thunderous expression appear on James’s face, she knew it wasn’t directed at her, but due to the impotent rage he’d felt at having been as helpless as Jacqueline had been to hurt the men responsible, so Georgina quickly changed the subject. “Well, she’s breaking countless hearts, you know—just as you did. And enjoying every minute of it. You weren’t really that callous, were you?”

But he didn’t like hearing that, either, and sat forward. “I know for a fact she’s not the least bit callous. She’s honest to a fault. She’s not leading them on, George. She’s not giving false hope. She’s just having fun. Isn’t that a good part of what this bloody Season is about?”

Georgina rolled her eyes. “You know very well it’s a marriage mart. For her to attend all the balls and soirées is misleading when she doesn’t want to marry yet.”

“Shall we cancel the rest of the Season? Problem solved.”

“By all means. You can tell her.”

He chuckled. She snorted. They both knew there would be no canceling when Jack had so been looking forward to this Season—if not to landing a husband during it.

“Well, I know that you’re as relieved as I am at how quickly she’s put that ordeal behind her,” Georgina said.

“But has she really? When her anger returns every time it is mentioned? So does mine, if you haven’t noticed.”

“Then I should have put it this way—at least she hasn’t spent the last month since we got home crying in her bedroom and refusing to step foot out of it, Season or no Season.”

That got a laugh from him. “Our darling girl? Cry?”

“Any other girl her age—”

Georgina didn’t finish as Jacqueline suddenly stepped into the room, saying, “Help me decide.”

Georgina raised a brow at her daughter, hoping she hadn’t heard what she and James had just been discussing. Jack’s neutral expression suggested she hadn’t.

Jacqueline was still wearing a robe and nightgown even though it was already past noon, but then she had no reason to prepare to receive her many callers when they continued to be turned away at the door. It was a bold move on her part, but it didn’t discourage any of them. Nonetheless, she had decided early on to simply enjoy the entertainments, not to be the entertainment herself. But she was breaking so many hearts. Her parents, her whole family, knew she would. She was too pretty, their Jack. Georgina was beautiful, but Jack didn’t take after her mother at all. She was taller at five feet six inches, and while she was blond and green-eyed like her father, her features were uniquely her own. High cheekbones, stubborn chin and disposition, a pert nose, and lips much too lush, and at the moment long golden curls loose about her back and narrow shoulders.

As for Jacqueline’s request, she held a mask in each hand, one a full porcelain mask that would cover her entire face, the other an exotic white domino edged with feathers that was long enough to conceal her face nearly to her mouth.

“Another ball?” Georgina said. “When did the invitation for a masquerade arrive?”

Jack shrugged as she came forward, dropped the heavier mask on the table, and swiped a sausage from her mother’s plate. “Yesterday would be my guess since we were quite busy elsewhere all day. And don’t worry, this ball isn’t until next week, after the wedding.”

Watching Jacqueline devour the sausage, Georgina said, “You haven’t eaten yet?”

“Who has time to eat?”

“We do,” James said pointedly.

Jack grinned and sat down next to her mother, yelling behind her, “I’ll have what my mother is having if there’s any left!”

Georgina remarked, “I requested breakfast. You wouldn’t rather have the sole that was prepared for lunch today?”

“I’m heartily sick of fish. That’s all Bastard offered on—” Jacqueline’s lips snapped shut and her cheeks flushed with furious color.

Georgina and James exchanged a concerned glance, seeing again what they’d just been discussing. Jack’s brief stay with the kidnappers continued to remain far too touchy a subject, and Bastard was the name she’d given the captain of the ship that had whisked her away from Bridgeport.

She’d never learned his real name, hadn’t been given even a fake one, and hadn’t found out whom he worked for. All she knew about him was that he was Catherine Meyer’s lover, if that was even the real name of the woman who had lied her way onto The Maiden George to cross the Atlantic with them, pretending to be Andrássy Benedek’s stepsister. Nor was it true that Andrássy was distantly related to the Malorys as he’d claimed. The two scoundrels had told elaborate lies so they could rob the Malory women of all their jewels on that voyage and then kidnap Jack to boot once they arrived in Connecticut.

Every time Jacqueline was reminded of that unpleasant experience, she got angry all over again. Her parents had witnessed many of these sparks of rage and understood them. She’d been helpless, she’d been bested, and not one of the skills James had taken pains to teach her had come in handy during the Kidnapping. But at least the sparks of anger were brief.

Jack was already grinning when she changed the subject. “I’m running out of ball gowns. Shall we order a few more?”

“I suppose we must,” Georgina agreed. “I really wish these hostesses wouldn’t try so hard to outdo each other. There should be a law to restrict them to giving just one ball each per Season.”

“I like to dance, so I’m not complaining. Which mask?”

“The domino, of course. Full masks are far too hot and uncomfortable. You’d be removing it before we even arrive. Your father, on the other hand, should definitely wear one—then he won’t have to hide in the garden for this ball and I might even get to dance!”

James snorted. “Not bloody likely, George. But I’ll drag Tony along if you feel like dancing. He’ll need distracting for the duration of Judy’s honeymoon.”

Georgina laughed. Both of these Malory brothers hated balls, and everyone in the family knew it. If Tony did need distracting, he’d choose any means other than a grand social event.

Henry, who was serving as butler today, a duty he shared with his good friend Artie, hurried into the room with a look of urgency and handed James a missive—which he didn’t open. Georgina raised a brow, waiting. Jacqueline raised a brow, waiting. But James just put the letter in his pocket and smiled.

That particular smile, filled with relish, suggested the letter was from Drew. James finally had what he’d been waiting for, which meant he’d be leaving for the Caribbean soon.

Both women drew that conclusion. Georgina sighed, but Jack crossed her arms over her chest, her expression and stance as stubborn as they could get, and told her father, “I’m going with you.”

“The devil you are.”

“I want revenge just as much if not more’n you do!”

“I’ll bring you home a full accounting, every bloody detail!”

Georgina smacked the table sharply with her hand to stop the head-butting before it got any louder. “Jack, use your head instead of your emotions. Your presence on such a trip will divide your father’s attention. Instead of dealing with the matter at hand, he’ll be worried about you if you’re anywhere near those waters.”

“I could wait at Gabby and Drew’s—”

Georgina cut in, “Their island is too close to St. Kitts, where whoever wrote the ransom note wanted your father to go to secure your release. And what’s the point of waiting it out there rather than here? You’d still be in the area where those villains operate, and you could get captured again while your father is pursuing the fight elsewhere. Then James would be helpless again to vanquish whoever is determined to harm him. Is that the outcome you want, to let them win?”

Jacqueline opened her mouth to protest, but, looking angry, said, “I get it,” then she stomped out of the room yelling, “But I don’t like it!”

Georgina sighed. “I can’t say I’m surprised. I had a feeling she’d make that demand.”

“I would have been surprised if she didn’t,” James agreed.

Georgina held out her hand for the letter even as she said, “Make damn sure you search your ship from top to bottom for a stowaway before you sail. She might have said she understands why she shouldn’t go with you, but that doesn’t mean her anger won’t get in the way of her common sense.”

“I can sail before she notices.”

“Better you see her standing firmly on the dock with me as you leave. Now let’s see if this letter contains the information you were expecting.” She read it first, then handed it to her husband. “I don’t think it does.”



Chapter Two
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QUITE A FEW PEOPLE in the church were frowning and whispering about the five men moving furtively down the aisles on both sides of the left set of pews. They appeared to be conducting some sort of important mission that required stealth, speed, and split-second timing. Even Georgina, sitting next to Jacqueline, whispered, “What the devil are they doing?”

Jack had wondered why her father wasn’t sitting with her and her mother, but had assumed he was keeping his brother company while Tony waited to walk his daughter down the aisle. But that was done and Judy was standing at the altar next to Nathan taking her vows. So it wasn’t at all clear why the five men were behaving so furtively.

James did not join his wife and daughter, but casually sat down in the first pew next to his brother, the father of the bride, instead. Jason, their oldest brother, sat down next to Roslynn, who was seated on Anthony’s other side. And their second-oldest brother, Edward, as well as Nicholas Eden and Jeremy, moved into the pew behind them, squeezing in next to their wives, Charlotte, Reggie, and Danny. The men were so quiet and unobtrusive about it that Tony, who appeared to be listening closely to every word being said at the altar, didn’t notice them or feel James put his arm on the back of the pew, not quite touching Tony, but obviously ready to if necessary.

The wedding guests’ frowns turned into smiles and grins, and instead of whispers a few discreet chuckles were heard. It was clear now that the five men had positioned themselves to restrain Anthony if he made any objection to the marriage when the clergyman raised the question. They obviously thought he still might!

Jacqueline admired their heroic deed, though it wasn’t necessary. Moments later, without any interruptions, Judith and Nathan Tremayne were pronounced man and wife, and Nathan was kissing his bride. Jack smiled despite the tears on her cheeks. She had started crying the moment Judy had entered the church because she was so happy for her best friend. They were cousins but had been closer than sisters their entire lives.

And it had been such a beautiful wedding ceremony with the children in the family, including Nathan’s nieces Clarissa and Abbie, scattering rose petals down the aisle, and Jacqueline’s twin nieces carrying the long train on Judith’s exquisite gown. Judy was breathtaking in that silk and lace gown with its bodice glittering not with sequins but actual diamonds, one of Roslynn’s many extravagances. And Jack knew her cousin was quite in love. Judy was supposed to wait a year for love to show up, the way Jack was waiting, but getting stuck on a ship with that smuggler she’d lost her heart to had made it impossible for her to avoid him.

The plan was to adjourn immediately back to Haverston for the wedding party since it would get uncomfortably tight in the church if everyone tried to wish the happy couple well there. Sometimes the size of a family had to be taken into account, and there were so many Malorys now that it was a wonder they’d all fit into the church. In fact, it had been quite a few years since the entire family had gathered at Haverston. Jason, the eldest of the family and third Marquis of Haverston, used to insist they all come for Christmas, but that was before there were so many Malorys that he no longer had room for them all despite the huge size of the ancestral mansion.

Judy’s mother, Roslynn, had solved that problem last year when her immediate family had arrived late for the annual gathering and ended up staying in the hotel in Havers Town. So she’d found a young solicitor who didn’t know her family and had him handle the details of buying the property next to Haverston, which she completely refurbished and added many more bedrooms to, then secretly deeded it over to Jason with the stipulation that he not tell his brother Anthony about it. It was her bane that Tony only allowed her to spend her enormous fortune on frivolous things. She knew he wouldn’t consider a big house frivolous and would have been quite put out about it if he’d found out.

Everyone who had arrived for the wedding yesterday had rooms at Haverston. Those who had arrived this morning had been directed next door. The children shared rooms, the nursery had a few babies in it, including Jacqueline’s new nephew, who was not quite a year old yet. But Jack had already been made an aunt when her oldest brother Jeremy’s wife, Danny, had had twin girls seven years ago, the third set of twins in the family!

As Jack left the church with her parents, Amy caught up to whisper in her ear, “I can guess who will be next to the altar.”

Jack started to bristle until Amy actually pointed at their cousin Jaime, Judy’s sixteen-year-old sister, who they both knew flirted with every young man who wasn’t family.

Jacqueline chuckled. “She’ll never make up her mind about who to marry. I can’t keep up with how many times Jaime thought she was in love.”

Just ahead of them, Katey was trying to cheer up her father, Anthony, and her husband, Boyd, tried to console him by pointing out, “At least Judy didn’t marry a Yank!”—which only got him a dark look from his father-in-law.

“Jack, wait up!” Brandon Malory called as he ran up behind her and steered her toward his coach. “Ride back to the house with me? I’d like a chance to talk.”

Jacqueline didn’t object. She hadn’t seen her cousin Brandon since she and Judy had visited his ducal estate just prior to departing for their American debut. The last night of their stay in Hampshire, Judy went ghost hunting one last time—and was successful. She’d not only caught a ghost, who turned out to be Nathan Tremayne, hiding his smuggled goods in the ruined old manor house his grandmother had left him, but a husband!

Brandon’s sister, Cheryl, caught up with them and exclaimed to Jack, “I can’t believe Judy married her ghost!”

Cheryl started to get into the ducal coach to ride with them, but Brandon told her, “It’s bad luck for girls to ride with their brothers after a wedding; it raises their chances of becoming old maids.”

She looked aghast and ran off to find her mother. Jacqueline chuckled. “Did she just believe that nonsense?”

Brandon grinned as he helped Jacqueline into the coach. “She’s still gullible at her age.”

“She’s only two years younger than you!”

“Every year makes a difference. I shudder to think what she’ll be like next year when she’s Jaime’s age.” But as soon as they were seated, he said, “Everyone keeps telling me, ‘Don’t ask,’ it will make you lose your temper. But you won’t with me, will you?”

She didn’t need to ask what he was referring to. The family had been tiptoeing around the subject of her kidnapping because she got angry every single time her ordeal was mentioned. She rarely stopped thinking about it—and him. Only the Seasonal parties had been a distraction. But she didn’t feel angry now. Maybe the memories were finally going to stop plaguing her.

“I’m fine,” she assured her cousin.

“Tell me about the pirates.”

“There’s not much to tell when I never saw any of them other than the captain and his paramour, Catherine. You have heard about her, right? The damned liar who plotted her way aboard The Maiden George?”

“Yes, and her supposed brother they tried to convince the family was a relative of ours.”

“They were good liars. Most of the family believed them. Only my father and I had doubts about them prior to our learning the truth. But while Andrew—that was Andrássy’s real name—helped with the theft of our jewelry aboard ship, he had no part in the kidnapping, even tried to stop it, only to get dragged along with them for that effort. And he helped me escape, so I’ve forgiven him for being in Catherine’s thrall. He was her lover, too—she does spread herself around.”

Brandon blushed at her bluntness. “And the captain?”

The captain. Bastard. Too handsome with his long black hair and dark turquoise eyes. That handsomeness had distracted her a number of times she’d been on a tirade, which had made her even more furious.

Her tone was contemptuous when she answered, “He was handsome, but an idiot.”

“Because he kidnapped you, of course he was, but—”

“No, because he tried to do it at sea!”

“With both ships moving?” Brandon said in surprise. “Is that possible?”

“Well, it didn’t work, so I don’t know. Nathan found the man they had planted on our ship to hie off with me. We thought he was a stowaway. No one realized that was their first attempt to kidnap me.”

“Bastard was talkative, eh, to tell you all that?”

“Not really.” Then she grinned. “I was frustrating him to the point of anger because I refused to eat the first four days they had me on their ship. He inadvertently said it would have been much easier if his friend had gotten me off our ship before he was discovered and had to abandon that plan.”

“So they tried again in Bridgeport and succeeded—partially.” Brandon looked angry.

“They were working for Catherine’s father, and apparently he’s not known for his patience. As soon as I became their hostage, he expected my father to be hand-delivered to him. But Bastard failed.” She ended with a smirk. Maybe Bastard was already dead for returning to his boss empty-handed. For a moment she relished the thought.

“Well, you’re a brave woman, Jacqueline Malory. I’m glad you’re all right. Still, I’d like to get my hands on those pirates!”

“Don’t worry, Brand. My father will take care of them. You should come to London for the rest of the Season. You certainly look like you’re old enough to be there.” He did, too. Already as tall as his father, Derek, strapping of build, he looked several years older than seventeen.

“Wish I could. But the title causes too much of a stir.”

She grinned. “So don’t mention it. It’s not like the ton knows you by sight yet. And there are so many Malorys, who can keep track of all of us? Sneak in, have some fun, sneak back home.”

“I can’t be like our fathers, so don’t even suggest that, Jack. Dukes can’t be rakes.”

“Who says they can’t?”

At the party, James and his four conspirators got ribbed quite a bit for thinking Anthony might ruin his daughter’s special day. A pact was made not to let Judy find out about it, though Tony was quite annoyed when he heard.

Anthony even cornered James to promise, “We’ll be meeting at Knighton’s as soon as we get back to London, and it’s going to be a particularly grueling round in the ring.”

James, feeling a tad guilty by then for doubting his brother’s professed acquiescence to his daughter’s marriage, still said drily, “Does this mean I’m going to have to let you win?”

Nicholas Eden heard that and started laughing, which provoked glares from both brothers and had Regina, Nick’s wife, rushing in to whisk her husband out of harm’s way. Usually, the brothers’ long-standing dislike of the man who had married their favorite niece was merely expressed in disdainful remarks, but with Anthony currently annoyed, Regina wasn’t taking any chances.

And Jack was told one time too many at the party that her “special day” would be next. Not bloody likely, but she smiled anyway, determined not to do or say anything that might ruin the happy occasion. But the moment she caught sight of Judith slipping away from the party to run upstairs to change into traveling clothes for her wedding trip, Jacqueline followed, wanting a last few private moments with her best friend.

Judith, turning to see who closed the door behind her, asked, “Are you here to call me a traitor again?”

It wasn’t an unfounded question, though Jack had stopped calling Judy a traitor a while back, and she had only said it in jest a few times anyway. They had sworn to each other that they would have fun together this Season without its ending in matrimony. But so many of their family members had assured them both that love happens when it happens, insisting Jack’s intention to hold it off was quite unreasonable. But Jack was stubborn, whereas Judy wasn’t. Besides, there was also the simple fact that Jack’s interest wasn’t getting piqued this Season, not enough for it to matter. Nor would she be stuck on a ship with a handsome young man as Judy had been. Actually, Jack had been stuck on a different ship with a handsome young man, but all she’d wanted to do with Bastard was kill him, so that didn’t count.

So she smiled at her dearest friend. “No, I’m here to tell you how incredibly happy I am for you.”

“Oh, Jack!”

They both started crying and hugging each other at once, which had Jacqueline saying gruffly after a moment, “Stop it, really. You don’t want red eyes when you’ll soon be using them to ogle your husband.”

Judith stepped back with a grin. “Do I really do that?”

“Course you do. Everyone has noticed—even your father.”

Judy laughed. “Maybe that’s why he gave in so graciously and allowed the wedding to take place.”

“Was it gracious? Thought it was kicking and growling.”

“There were only a few threats in the end; yes, that was definitely gracious behavior for him.”

“I’ll trust your word on it, since I didn’t get to see it.”

Jack wasn’t going to get to see much more of her cousin either after today. Judy was going to be living in Hampshire with her husband in the house he’d inherited from his grandmother, and Jack would be living miles away in London. She could visit, but she couldn’t visit year-round!

“I’m going to miss you so much!” Jack suddenly burst out.

“We’re not going to be on different sides of the world, Jack.”

“I know.” It was just going to feel like it!

“What you need is a distraction.”

“I have one. My father will be sailing to the Caribbean on The Maiden George after we return to London, and I haven’t been thinking about much else.”

“I heard, but I meant a romantic distraction. Not one of your beaus has caught your fancy yet?”

“No, but I do like them all. I just don’t love any of them.”

“Maybe because you haven’t tried to.”

Jacqueline laughed as she started helping Judith out of her gown. “I didn’t know I was supposed to work at it!”

“You know what I mean. If you’d just put that nasty kidnapping behind you, the anger will go away, then your heart might open to new possibilities.”

With Judith’s back to her, Jack rolled her eyes. She understood that Judith was happy and wanted everyone to be as happy as she was. It even made Judith forget that Jack would be happiest if she didn’t find love this year.

But rather than remind her of that, Jacqueline said, “I’m still worried about my father, now that he’s sailing this week to take care of Bastard and his boss.” In fact, she was sure a Malory family meeting to plan the attack would be taking place soon, maybe even there in Haverston tonight, since both Warren and Boyd were here for the wedding. But, of course, she wouldn’t be included!

“So he knows who is responsible now?”

“I don’t know!” Jack complained angrily. “They won’t tell me anything!”

Judith turned around, frowning. “But you were sure Uncle James would know exactly who the culprit was as soon as you gave him—oh, Jack, tell me you’re not still keeping it a secret! You have to tell him about the original, more goading ransom note you found on the pirate ship.”

“Since he’s sailing to the Caribbean anyway, there was no point in keeping it from him. I gave him the copy I made of the note the same day he got Drew’s letter.”

When she’d discovered that note in Bastard’s cabin, she’d thought that he hadn’t left a ransom note in Bridgeport and her family would have no clue where to look for her. She’d been livid about that. She’d tried to kill Bastard that day—well, and many other times—and with her usual lack of success. The bloody sod had been far too strong for any of her attacks to do anything other than make him laugh. But he’d actually assured her that he’d penned a more polite version of his boss’s note that would be delivered to her father. As if that would matter in the scheme of things.

“I even explained to my father that I didn’t mention the original note to him sooner because I was sure he’d be walking into a trap if he sailed back to the Caribbean right away. He read it and just smiled without saying another word! It made me so angry!”

Judith tsked as she stepped out of her gown and turned back around. “Jack, enough time has passed that there won’t be any trap. So let your father do what he does best, while you enjoy the rest of your Season.”

Jacqueline sighed. “I know. I’ll try to.”

Judy rolled her eyes. “You don’t try, you do or die. Isn’t that your motto?”

Jacqueline laughed. “Something like that. Very well, I will get back to having fun in London.”

“Promise?”

“For you, yes.”

Nathan chose that moment to step into the room, making Jacqueline realize why Judy’s maid hadn’t been waiting for her there to help her change into her traveling clothes. Because her new husband must have wanted to assist. And he took one look at his bride wearing only her chemise and petticoats and crossed the room to gather her close for a passionate kiss.

Jack was quite sure he hadn’t even noticed her in the room! She smiled as she slipped out and quietly closed the door behind her.



Chapter Three
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JACQUELINE MUCH PREFERRED EAVESDROPPING at doors—except at Haverston. The doors in that old mansion were much too thick, some even reinforced with metal, so it would be hard to hear through them unless there was shouting on the other side, which there wasn’t. She did check first, but only for a second. And since members of her family could traverse the halls at any moment, she couldn’t have stood there in plain sight with her ear to the study door anyway.

She hurried outside instead, leaving unnoticed through the back door of the house, and ran around to the study windows. She expected them to be open on that warm summer night and they were. She even peeked inside to confirm who was in there with her father—her uncles Warren and Boyd.

Anthony arrived just as she ducked below the window ledge. He wasn’t sailing with James, so what input he might have Jack couldn’t guess. Or he might just be there to provide moral support. No matter how angry Tony might be with James, he would still stand firmly with his brother against the Yanks, as her father and Tony called the Anderson side of her family. But there wasn’t going to be any sort of confrontation with Boyd and Warren tonight, verbal or otherwise, not when James had accepted their help on this mission.

Jacqueline was waiting so tensely to hear something from inside the room that she was startled when her brother Jeremy squatted down beside her, whispering, “I should have known I’d find you here first.”

She just put her finger to her lips as she scowled at him for finding her hiding spot. But he still asked, “What’d I miss?”

“Nothing yet,” she hissed, though she glanced quickly beyond her brother to make sure Percival Alden hadn’t tagged along with him. Percy was a long-standing friend of the family who could be depended on to do one thing—blunder. And in this case, that would be alerting her father to their eavesdropping outside the window.

“You heard from Drew?” Warren said inside the study.

“It’s not encouraging,” James answered. “Read it for yourself.”

Warren must have picked up Drew’s letter because he quickly pointed out, “Says here it’s not the pirate you and Drew suspected, that Pierre Lacross is still in prison on Anguilla.”

“Read the next part,” James prompted.

Boyd proved he was standing next to his brother and reading the letter at the same time when he said, “So the warden of that prison seemed a little nervous to Drew at the mention of Lacross? That’s actually understandable for a man living behind stone walls with hundreds of convicted criminals, don’t you think?”

“I do,” James agreed. “It’s the part about the warden refusing to allow your brother to see Lacross for himself. Drew is the only one of you who would recognize Pierre Lacross if he saw him because he was with me when I captured Lacross.”

“The warden could have denied Drew’s request for any number of reasons,” Warren put in. “Knowing Drew, he’s just annoyed that he couldn’t talk his way around that warden.”

Boyd added, “And that could mainly be because it’s a British prison and Drew’s American origins become obvious the moment he opens his mouth.”

Anthony chuckled. “Now that’s the more likely reason when Englishmen tend not to be cooperative with you Yanks even on a good day.”

“We’re not antagonizing them, Tony,” James warned his brother. “Keep your annoyance with me on me, not on them.”

“Then what am I even doing here?”

“I thought you might want to be included, in case you change your mind and decide to sail with me.”

“Not bloody likely, old boy. I’m staying close to home in case Judy changes her mind about that bounder Tremayne and returns home, needing a father’s shoulder to cry on. You can tell me all the gory details when you get back to England.”

“Then you might as well return to the party,” James suggested.

“Didn’t say I wasn’t interested,” Anthony grumbled.

Warren said, “Well, even if we still don’t know who we’re looking for, I’m game to leave now. I’ve been landlocked far too long. And we can investigate more once we get to the West Indies.”

James said, “If Drew and I didn’t both suspect Lacross is responsible for Jack’s abduction, I wouldn’t have given him this much time to try to confirm it. Drew checked Pierre’s old fortress island. It was deserted, but there were signs of recent occupation. And he wasted weeks trying to find out who had been there recently and where they went, which is why we didn’t hear from him before now.”

“But if Lacross is still in prison, what did Drew even hope to find there?” Boyd asked.

“Not all of that pirate’s men were captured the night we defeated him. But in any case, I should have been on my way back there long before now, considering that when I retired from the sea, I left more’n one enemy behind in the Caribbean. Drew wouldn’t know them if he met them. I need to talk to them myself to determine if any of them hatched this plot. Drew doesn’t know who to question to get answers that might be helpful, whereas I—”

“Get answers by any means,” Warren said, then added abashed, “That was a compliment, James, not a slur.”

Anthony chuckled. “You’re taking all the fun out of this, Yank.” But then he said to his brother, “No need to fry me, old boy. You might have upped your truce with them a notch for the duration of this mission, but I haven’t.”

James ignored that remark, saying, “I would have left sooner if my darling Jack hadn’t kept this from me. She found it on the ship that sailed off with her from Bridgeport. Her abductor, the ship’s captain, insisted on sending us a more polite version of the original ransom note.”

“A polite kidnapper?” Boyd said in surprise.

Warren snorted. “What kind of pirate writes a polite note?”

Anthony read it aloud: “ ‘Your life for hers. Sound familiar? You know the place. Do hurry, mon ami.’ ”

James explained, “Jack made a copy of this more goading note penned by her abductor’s boss before she forgot the exact words.”

“Yet she kept it a secret from you all this time?” Anthony asked. “Why?”

“She was afraid I would be walking into a trap if I returned to the Caribbean too soon, that they would be expecting me. The writer, who she knows is Catherine Meyer’s father, obviously thought I would know exactly who he was by those otherwise cryptic words.”

“Do you?”

“Yes, except he’s still in prison.”

Warren said, “Lacross again?”

“Now wait,” Boyd put in. “You can’t assume the man is French just because of that mon ami. I’m not all that familiar with the French language, but doesn’t that particular phrase mean ‘my friend’?”

“Sarcasm at its best,” James replied. “That note implies he wanted me to know exactly who was orchestrating my demise without providing proof that could be used in a court of law. And that, more’n anything else, sounds like Lacross. I also wouldn’t be surprised if Lacross has a daughter who’s a jewel thief and as clever as a fox, that shrew Catherine Meyer, who our fake distant relative Andrássy brought aboard The Maiden George.”

“Does she resemble Lacross?” Warren asked.

“Not closely enough for me to conclude that she’s his daughter,” James admitted. “But she could be doing Lacross’s dirty work. Either the warden in Anguilla lied to Drew, or Lacross is pulling strings from inside that prison. The point of this entire plan could have been to hand-deliver me to that prison and right into his cell.”

“Not possible,” Boyd disagreed. “I thought you nobles never got locked up for anything.”

“That’s usually the case,” James said. “But Captain Hawke would be.”

“Captain Hawke died in England. I could have sworn you made sure of it.”

“I did,” James said. “But news of Hawke’s demise might not have reached all the islands in the Caribbean, where warrants for Hawke’s capture could still be active. And I’ve been back there and someone who knew me as Captain Hawke might have spotted me. More to the point, Lacross saw me when I helped Drew rescue Gabby and Lacross was captured, so he knows I’m not dead. What I can’t figure out is how Lacross or whoever is behind this plot figured out that Hawke is James Malory. I went to great lengths to keep Hawke’s true identity a secret.”

Warren groaned. “Are we going to have to attack a British prison?”

“No—well, I hope not,” James replied. “I do need to have a talk with that warden, though. However, I can also think of two other men who might have said something similar to what’s in that original note. So many questions remain. Nothing is conclusive other than I’m sailing the morning after that damned masquerade ball I got browbeaten into attending.”

Boyd chuckled, guessing, “Georgie at her finest, eh?”

“On the contrary. I just bloody well hate balls. My George, however, can be enjoyably persuasive.”

“Oh, God, he didn’t just imply—?” Warren started to complain.

Anthony cut in with a snicker. “Course he did, Yank.”

Outside, Jeremy helped Jacqueline to her feet to escort her back inside the house, complaining, “I should have been in that room, but he’s refused to let me participate.”

“You think I didn’t try? He’s adamant that neither of us can go.”

Jeremy snorted. “I understand why you’re being excluded, but I lived in the islands and know the Caribbean like the back of my hand. I would be a real asset and he knows it.”

“Let’s try not to insult me, Brother,” Jack said drily. “You or I would make a perfect hostage that could stay his hand in a battle with his nemesis. So we need to bow out even if we don’t like it.”

“You do, but I still have time to change his mind. When is that ball that he referred to?”

Jacqueline rolled her eyes. Jeremy wasn’t going to win that argument with their father any more than she had. But still smarting over her own exclusion, she wasn’t about to stay there and try to convince him. She had to find Gabby and get her to tell her everything she knew about the pirate Pierre Lacross.



Chapter Four
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YOU DON’T SEEM AT all upset that Father will be sailing in the morning without either of us,” Jacqueline said to her mother as she looked at herself in the full-length mirror in her bedroom.

“I do hide it well, don’t I? Though I have every confidence that he will return from the Caribbean triumphant so we can put this nasty business behind us, that doesn’t mean I’m not going to worry every moment that he’s gone.”

“And miss him.”

“Of course I will, terribly. And I know you will, too. And, no, you’re not going to mention again that you’d rather be sailing off with him in the morning instead of staying behind with me.”

Jacqueline grinned. “I wasn’t going to. I know bloody well when I’m outnumbered in the argument, even though I’m more deserving of an opportunity to exact revenge than—”

“Jack,” Georgina cut in warningly.

“That just slipped out, really, it did.”

Georgina tsked. “At least the rest of the Season will be a distraction for you and me.”

Jack hoped that would be the case. She just wished she could be distracted sooner, say tonight, from her father’s departure. At least with her wearing a black wig and a domino no one was going to be able to tell that she was also experiencing emotions—of the vexing sort. Not when on the surface she looked vivacious. And truly, she couldn’t deny she was quite excited about the evening’s festivities. For once she wouldn’t know whom she was dancing with. She loved harmless little mysteries of that sort.

They were both already dressed for the ball tonight. Georgina had surprised Jacqueline with a new emerald necklace to match her pale green ball gown, which she fastened behind Jack’s neck.

“Now, come along. Your father is no doubt anxious to get this over with! He’s waiting downstairs with Brandon.”

“Brandon? When he said he wouldn’t come!”

“He told us you insisted, and we all know that meant you browbeat the dear boy mercilessly.”

Jack grinned. “Well, only a little. But a masquerade is the perfect opportunity for him to sneak in for a little fun without being announced as the Duke of Wrighton at the door. I had to try to convince him after he said he’s not planning on joining any Season. He doesn’t know what he’ll be missing, but after tonight he will, so maybe he’ll change his mind.”

“I wouldn’t count on that. Brandon takes his consequence quite seriously, more’s the pity, but then you know how I feel about titles. You need to recall that he’s the first duke in this family, and his parents have raised him as such. And you aren’t to interfere, Jack, not even a little. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if his future wife is picked for him. She will need to have impeccable credentials.”

Jacqueline snorted. “Doom and gloom. You’re forgetting he’s also a Malory.”

Georgina raised a brow. “And Malorys tend to get what they want?”

“Exactly.”

“I CAN’T BELIEVE HE’S actually dancing.”

As Jacqueline danced with Brandon, she followed his gaze and laughed when her parents twirled past them on the dance floor. “I can. Mother entered with you and me, but my father was a few couples behind us in the line, so no one will guess it’s him even if they were able to guess it’s me. This black wig I’m wearing and the domino were supposed to keep my identity a secret.”

“They didn’t.”

“I know that,” she complained. “I am quite annoyed that Bernard Morton’s rushing over to me for the first dance alerted the others that he’d found me out. How the bloody hell he did, he wouldn’t admit. If he bribed my maid to find out the color of my gown tonight, I’m going to fire her as soon as I get home.”

“No, you won’t, when he could have likely bribed your seamstress or posted a man near your house to race the particulars to him. But it hardly matters, Cousin. Certainly not worth firing a loyal—”

“Disloyal.”

“—servant.”

“I suppose, though it has quite ruined the masquerade for me, when the delightful point of it was not to be recognized. It’s just any old ball, now.”

He chuckled. “I thought you loved balls?”

“I do, that’s why I’m only grumbling, not snarling.”

“Good point,” he said drily.

She grinned up at him. She was glad he’d come to the ball. With his mask, no one was going to guess that he was only seventeen or find out that the Duke of Wrighton was in attendance.

“As for my father,” she said, “while he most certainly does hate to dance, he loves pleasing my mother more, and she enjoys dancing. What about you? Well, you must. You’ve had six partners in a row before I could get you on the floor m’self, and I had to almost run to grab you before you were asking someone else!”

“I do indeed like it, but it’s not so much the dancing as the—touching.”

She chuckled. “A light touch on the waist excites you, does it?”

She knew she’d just made him blush under his half mask, which covered his cheeks but not his mouth. Sometimes she spoke without thinking first—well, most times she did that—but she hadn’t meant to embarrass her cousin, who had probably never had a chance to interact with a young woman his age other than relatives because his parents kept him so cloistered. A seventeen-year-old might well be quite touchy, too, about his relations with the opposite sex, and she should have known better than to tease about his sexual prowess or his lack thereof.

So she jumped back in with “Don’t answer! I put my foot in my mouth quite often, as you well know. Instead, tell me what you think of your first foray into the world of debutantes? Is it what you expected? Or perhaps it’s difficult to form an opinion when everyone is hiding their faces?”

“Personalities aren’t hidden, nor are their delightful—gowns.”

Jack burst out laughing. What an amusing way to refer to shapely feminine bodies! She knew he wasn’t embarrassed anymore because he’d said it in an exaggeratedly prudish tone.

“Has anyone piqued your interest yet?”

“Indeed. I’m already in love, with her, and her, oh, and her, too.”

He’d just pointed to three different debutantes, one dancing, the other two giggling as they gazed in his direction. Jack rolled her eyes. She might even have thought he was teasing if it were anyone other than Brandon.

So all she said was “You sound like our cousin Jaime. She fancies herself in love with a different man every few months. Please tell me you know the difference between infatuation and love, the abiding sort, the knock-you-on-your-arse sort.”

“D’you? Or are you so determined not to find it this year that it could smack you on the head and you’d ignore it?”

“Well, since that wasn’t a serious question, I can say I know bloody well that attraction ain’t it, because I was utterly attracted to Bastard while I hated every bone in his damned body.”

“Then rest assured that I also know the difference, Jack, so I’ll let you have your leg back now.”

She laughed. “You’re usually so serious. When did you start pulling legs?”

“Since I discovered how gullible my sister is. She’s still carrying on about Judy’s marrying a ghost!”



Chapter Five

[image: Images]

WHEN THE DANCE ENDED, Brandon quickly returned Jacqueline to her parents before he hurried off to find another partner. Jacqueline didn’t mind since she’d intended to join them herself. Her father, for the first time standing with his wife instead of on the sidelines, made an exceptional shield, and Jack wanted that shield for a moment, so she inserted herself between them.

Since her decision to join her parents so deviated from her request that her father not frighten off her beaus before she got to know them, James immediately asked, “Who has annoyed you?”

“They appear to know exactly who I am tonight,” Jack complained, then grinned. “And now they know exactly who you are, despite your mask, because they saw me enter with Mother, and now you’re standing with her when you haven’t done that at any of the other parties we attended. They always ask if you’re present, you know. And I always lie and assure them that you aren’t. Shall we see how brave they are now?”

“If you want a respite, m’dear, we can adjourn to the terrace,” Georgina suggested.

“No, I really do want to see how brave they are.”

James said nothing to that. Georgina just tsked. That her father’s notoriety was still as powerful as ever had never been in question. Because he refused to socialize with anyone outside the family, the ton still didn’t know him and rumors about him still abounded. That he and his brother Anthony still occasionally visited Knighton’s Hall for brutal exercise in the boxing ring didn’t help put to rest those rumors of how deadly James could be. Young rakehells relished those matches, which gave them something unpredictable to wager on, but less daring young lords didn’t want to get anywhere near James Malory, even if they were in love with his daughter.

The music started again, but the level of chatter got louder for a different reason. Word of James’s possible presence was spreading through the ballroom and causing quite a stir. And Jacqueline knew it was her fault for joining them while he was still with her mother, drawing every eye to him, just because she was annoyed with her suitors for knowing who she was and telling her who they were. Utterly childish bit of pique that she now regretted.
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