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			Chapter One
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			Judith Malory knelt in front of the window in the bedroom she shared with her cousin Jacqueline, both staring at the ruined house behind the Duke of Wrighton’s mansion and formal gardens. Although Judith was the older of the two young women by a few months, Jack, as her father had named her just to annoy his American brothers-in-law, had always been the leader—actually, instigator was more like it. Jack said that she was going to be a rake, just like her father, James Malory. Jack said she was going to be a pirate, just like her father. Jack said she was going to be a superlative pugilist. . . . The list went on. Judith had once asked her why she didn’t have any goals to be like her mother, and Jack had promptly replied, “But that wouldn’t be exciting.”

			Judith disagreed. She wanted to be a wife and a mother, in that order. And it was no longer a faraway goal. She and Jacqueline were both turning eighteen this year. She’d had her birthday last week, and Jacqueline would have hers in a couple months. So they were both going to have their first Season come summer, but Jacqueline’s debut was going to take place in America instead of London, and Judith didn’t think she could bear not being able to share this occasion with her best friend. But Judith still had a couple of weeks to figure out how she could change this disagreeable arrangement.

			The daughters of the two younger Malory brothers, James and Anthony, the girls had been inseparable for as long as they could remember. And every time their mothers brought them to visit their cousins Brandon and Cheryl at the duke’s ancestral estate in Hampshire, they’d spend hours at this window hoping to see a light glowing eerily in the ruins again. The night they’d first seen it had been so exciting, they couldn’t help themselves.

			They’d only seen the light on two other occasions since then. But by the time they’d grabbed lanterns and run across the extensive lawn to reach the old, abandoned house on the neighboring property, the light had been gone.

			They’d had to tell their cousin Brandon Malory about it, of course. He was a year younger than they were, but it was his home they were visiting, after all. The Duke of Wrighton’s title and estate had passed to him through his mother, Kelsey, who had married the girls’ cousin Derek. His parents had elected to move into it when Brandon was born, so he would grow up aware of his stature and consequence. Luckily, being a duke hadn’t spoiled him rotten.

			But Brandon had never actually seen the light himself, so he wasn’t the least bit interested in the vigil tonight or any other night. He was currently on the other side of the room engrossed in teaching Judith’s younger sister, Jaime, to play whist. Besides, having just turned seventeen, Brandon looked more like a man than a boy, and not surprisingly, he was now much more interested in girls than ghosts.

			“Am I old enough now to be told the Secret?” Brandon’s younger sister, Cheryl, asked from the open doorway to her cousins’ room.

			Jaime Malory leapt up from the little card table and ran over to Cheryl, grabbing her hand and pulling her forward before turning to her older sister, Judith. “She is. I was her age when you told me.”

			But it was Jacqueline who answered, scoffing at her younger cousin, “That was just last year, puss. And unlike you, Cheryl actually lives here. Tell her, Brand. She’s your sister. She’d have to promise never to go investigating on her own and you’d have to make sure she keeps the promise.”

			“Investigate?” Cheryl looked at her two older cousins, who’d been refusing for years to tell her their secret. “How can I make a promise if I don’t know what I’m promising?”

			“This is no time for logic, puss,” Judith said, concurring with Jacqueline. “Promise first. Jaime had to, and she doesn’t even live here. But you do, and without the promise, we’d end up worrying about you. You don’t want that, d’you?”

			Cheryl gave that a moment’s thought before she shook her head. “I promise.”

			Judith nudged Jacqueline to do the honors, and Jack didn’t disappoint, saying baldly, “You’ve got a ghost for a neighbor. He lives next door.”

			Cheryl burst into giggles but stopped when she noticed Judy and Jack weren’t laughing. Wide-eyed, she asked, “Really? You’ve seen it?”

			“About five years ago, we did,” Judith said.

			“Judy even spoke to it,” Jacqueline added.

			“But Jack saw the light first, from this very window. So we just had to go have a look. We’d always thought that old house must be haunted. And we were right!”

			Cheryl walked forward slowly and joined them at the window to take a quick peek at the old eyesore her parents had complained about more’n once. She let out a relieved breath when she didn’t see any light. She wasn’t nearly as brave as her cousins were. But in the moonlight she could see a clear outline of the large, old manor house that had fallen to ruin long before any of them were born, a big, dark, scary outline. With a shudder, she turned and hurried over to her brother for protection.

			“You didn’t actually go inside that house, did you?” Cheryl asked.

			“Of course we did,” Jack said.

			“But we’ve all been warned not to!”

			“Only because it’s dangerous with so many broken floorboards, crumbling walls, and a lot of the roof caved in. And cobwebs. There’s cobwebs everywhere. It took Judy and me forever to get them out of our hair that night.”

			Eyes flaring a little wider, Cheryl said, “I can’t believe you actually went inside, and at night.”

			“Well, how else were we to find out who was trespassing? We didn’t know it was a ghost yet.”

			“You should have just told my father you saw the light,” Cheryl said.

			“But that’s no fun,” Jack pointed out.

			“Fun? You don’t need to pretend to be so courageous just because your fathers are.” When the two older girls started laughing, Cheryl said, “So you’re just pulling my leg? I should have known!”

			Jacqueline grinned at her. “D’you really think we’d keep the Secret from you all these years just to pull your leg? You wanted to know and now we’re finally telling you. It was incredibly exciting.”

			“And only a little frightening,” Judith added.

			“And foolhardy,” Cheryl insisted.

			Jack snorted. “If we let things like that stop us, we’d have no fun a’tall. And we had weapons. I grabbed a shovel from the garden.”

			“And I took my scissors along,” Judith added.

			Cheryl had always wished she was as brave as these two. Now she was glad she wasn’t. They’d thought they’d find a vagrant, but they’d found a ghost instead. It was a wonder their hair hadn’t turned white that night, but Judy’s gold hair was still streaked with copper, not gray, and Jack was still as blond as her father was.

			“We couldn’t tell where the light was coming from when we stepped inside the house that night,” Jack was saying. “So we split up.”

			“I found him first,” Judy said, continuing the story. “I’m not even sure which room he was in. I didn’t notice the light until I opened a door. And there he was, floating in the middle of the room. And none too pleased to see me. I promptly told him he was trespassing. He told me I was the trespasser, that the house was his. I told him ghosts can’t own houses. He just stretched his arm out, pointing behind me, and told me to get out. He was a bit harsh. He seemed to growl at me so I did turn about to leave.”

			“And that’s when I arrived,” Jack said. “Only to see his back as he floated away. I asked him to wait, but he didn’t. He just bellowed, ‘Get out, both of you!’—so loud it shook the rafters, or what’s left of them. We did, ran right out of there. But we were only halfway back to the mansion when we realized he couldn’t really hurt us. And we were missing the opportunity to help him move on. So we went back and searched every room, but he’d already faded away.”

			“You wanted to help him?” Cheryl asked incredulously.

			“Well, Judy did.”

			Cheryl stared at the slightly older of the two cousins. “Why?”

			Judith shrugged evasively, saying, “He was a handsome young man. Must’ve been only twenty or so when he died. And he seemed so sad when I first spotted him, before he noticed me and got belligerent and protective of his crumbling ruin of a house.”

			“And because she fell in love with a ghost that night,” Jack added with a snicker.

			Judith gasped. “I did not!”

			“You did!” Jack teased.

			“I’d just like to know what caused him to become a ghost. It must have been something quite tragic and frightening, if his hair turned white before he died.”

			“White hair?” Cheryl said with owlish eyes. “Then he must be old.”

			“Don’t be silly, puss,” Jacqueline admonished. “My sister-in-law Danny has white hair, doesn’t she? And she was as young as we are now when she met Jeremy.”

			“True,” Cheryl allowed, then asked Judith, “Was he really handsome then?”

			“Very, and tall, and with lovely dark green eyes that glowed like emeralds—and don’t you dare go looking for him without us,” Judy added, sounding almost jealous.

			Cheryl huffed, “I’m not daring or curious like you two. I have no desire to meet a ghost, thank you very much.”

			“Good, because he seems to have magical powers, too, or haven’t you noticed that the roof’s been repaired?”

			Cheryl gasped. “By a ghost?”

			“Who else?”

			“No, I didn’t notice. My room’s on the other side of the house.”

			“I noticed,” Brandon spoke up. “And I’ve never seen workers there to account for it, but the roof has definitely been repaired recently.”

			“I hope you didn’t point that out to your father?” Jacqueline said.

			“No, if I did, I’d have to tell him the Secret, and I’m not breaking the promise.”

			Jacqueline beamed at him. “I knew we could count on you, Brand.”

			“Besides, Father grumbles anytime someone mentions that old place. He’s annoyed that he can’t get rid of it. He’s tried to buy it so he could tear it down, but the last owner of record was a woman named Mildred Winstock, and she merely inherited it, she never lived in it. And no wonder, with a ghost in residence. It’s actually been empty since my great-great-grandfather’s day, which would explain its crumbling condition. But then I told you why he built it and who he gave it to.”

			“Who?” Cheryl asked.

			“That’s not for your young ears,” Brandon replied.

			“His mistress?” Cheryl guessed.

			Judith rolled her eyes at her precocious cousin and changed the subject. “It’s amazing this place didn’t fall to ruin, too, being empty for five generations as well.”

			“Not quite empty,” Brandon replied. “The ducal estate has paid to maintain a minimal staff here to keep that from happening. But Father could find no record of who Miss Winstock left the ruin to when she died, so we’re stuck with it mucking up our backyard.”

			Derek had planted trees and thick shrubbery along the property line, though, to block the crumbling, old house from view so people could enjoy the ducal gardens without having to look at that eyesore. But the trees didn’t block the view of the old house from the upper floors of the ducal mansion.

			Judith sighed as she moved away from the window. “All right, Cousins, time for Judy and me to get to bed, so you probably should, too. We return to London in the morning.”

			As soon as their cousins left the room, Jacqueline said, “What did you expect? They haven’t seen the ghost like we have.”

			Judith sighed. “Oh, Cheryl’s lack of an adventurous nature doesn’t surprise me. Derek and Kelsey keep her too sheltered here, while you and I’ve grown up in London.”

			“Ah, so that sigh was because we didn’t see the light on this visit? We can go search through the ruin tonight if you’d like.”

			“No, the ghost only revealed himself to us once. I’m quite sure he hides now when we invade his domain. More’s the pity,” Judith said with another sigh.

			Jacqueline threw a pillow at her. “Stop mooning over a ghost. You do realize he’s not the marrying sort?”

			Judith burst out laughing. “Yes, I’ve had no trouble figuring that out.”

			“Good, because it’d be quite difficult to get a kiss out of him, much less a nice tumble.”

			Judith raised a brow. “Tumble? I thought you scratched being a rake off your list last year?”

			“Bite your tongue. I’m just going to take a leaf from our cousin Amy’s book and not take no for an answer—when I find the chap for me. And when I do, heaven help him. The man won’t know what hit him,” Jacqueline added with a roguish grin.

			“Just don’t find him too soon. And do not find him in America.”

			There it was again, Jacqueline’s voyage looming in front of them. The first time Jacqueline had sailed off to America with her parents, Judith had been distraught and inconsolable the entire two months of Jack’s absence. The girls had sworn then never to be more’n a carriage ride away from each other ever again, so Judy got to go along the second time Jack visited America. But the girls hadn’t known at the time about the promise James Malory had made to the Anderson brothers when Jack was born. Her American uncles had agreed that Jacqueline could be raised exclusively in England as long as she had her come-out in America, because they hoped she’d marry an American. At least be given the chance to.

			When asked why he would agree to something so out of character for him, James had said, “It kept me from having to kill them, which would have made George quite annoyed with me.”

			True, they were George’s brothers, after all, and James hadn’t actually been joking, either, about killing them. George was Jacqueline’s mother, Georgina to be exact, but James insisted on calling his wife George because he knew her brothers would hate it, but truth be known, even her five older brothers called her that now on occasion. But that promise James had made had kept an unspoken truce in effect all these years with his five American brothers-in-law. Which had been needed, considering they’d once tried to hang James Malory.

			“I’m not going to marry until you do,” Jacqueline assured her cousin, “so don’t you be in a hurry to either. We don’t need to be following the pack and getting married our first Season, even if our mothers are expecting us to. This year is for fun, next year can be for marriage.”

			“That’s not going to stop you from sailing off without me,” Judith said forlornly.

			“No, but we still have a couple of weeks to come up with a solution. We’ll talk to our parents as soon as we get back to London. It’s your parents that have to be convinced. My father would be glad to have you along, but when Uncle Tony said no, Father had to side with him. Brothers, you know, and those two in particular, always stick together. But if I tell them that I won’t go to America if you can’t come with me, they’ll see reason. And why did your father say no? It’s not as if he’s looking forward to your come-out. He’s been a veritable ogre with it approaching.”

			Judith giggled. “My father is never an ogre. A bit terse and snappish lately, yes, but—you’re right, he’d be quite happy if I never marry.”

			“Exactly, so he should have jumped at the chance to send you off with me, prolonging the inevitable.”

			“But is marriage inevitable, with fathers like ours?”

			Jacqueline laughed. “You’re thinking of Cousin Regina’s being raised by the four Malory elders after their sister Melissa died, and how none of them could agree on a man good enough for their niece, and she had to go through numerous Seasons because of it. Poor Reggie. But, remember, back then, the Malory brothers didn’t have wives who could put their feet down as they do now. D’you really think our mothers won’t do exactly that when love shows up for us? Wait a minute, that’s it, isn’t it? It was Aunt Roslynn who said you couldn’t go and Uncle Tony just agreed with her to keep the peace?”

			Judith winced as she nodded. “She’s so been looking forward to my come-out here, much more’n I am. She’s even got her hopes set on one man in particular she thinks will be perfect for me.”

			“Who?”

			“Lord Cullen, the son of one of her Scottish friends,” Judith replied.

			“Have you met him?”

			“I haven’t seen him since we were children, but she has. She’s assured me he’s rich, handsome, a great catch by all accounts.”

			“I suppose he lives in Scotland?”

			“Yes, of course.”

			“Then he won’t do! What’s your mother thinking, to pair you with a man who’ll take you away from us?”

			Judith laughed. “Probably that she’ll buy us a house in London to live in.”

			Jack snorted. “We don’t take chances like that, especially with Scots, who can be stubborn. Wait a minute, is he why she won’t bend?”

			“She is worried he’ll get snatched up by someone else if I’m not here at the start of the Season. So, yes, I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s the real reason she’s refusing to let me delay my debut for a trip to America.”

			Jacqueline rolled her eyes. “You silly. We just haven’t tackled this together yet. We’re much stronger when we do. Mark my words, you’ll be sailing with me. I never had the slightest doubt.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two
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			Judith lay in bed with her eyes wide-open. Jacqueline had promptly fallen asleep, but Judith remained awake because she’d realized she might be married the next time she visited her cousins in Hampshire. Not to Ian Cullen, but to a man she simply couldn’t resist. Although she and Jacqueline didn’t want to fall in love right away, certainly not this year, Judith had seen what had happened to her older Malory cousins. Love had a way of interfering with the best-laid plans. And as soon as she married, she’d probably forget about her ghost.

			That was a sad thought. Whimsically, she didn’t want to forget such an exciting encounter or never see her ghost again. Which was when she got it in her mind that the ghost might reveal himself to her if she entered his house alone, and that thought wouldn’t let her sleep.

			She finally gave in to temptation, donned a hooded cloak and slippers, headed downstairs to find a lantern, then ran across the back lawn. But when she reached the dark, old house and tried to get in the front door as she’d done before, she found it locked. Not stuck, actually locked. Had Derek done that? But why, when many of the windows were missing their glass and were easy enough to slip through?

			She set her lantern on the floor inside one window and climbed through. She’d seen no light from outside, but still headed straight for the room where she’d found the ghost before. Boards creaked under her feet. If he was in there, he’d hear her coming—and disappear again.

			She thought to call out, “Don’t hide from me. I know you’re here. Reveal yourself.”

			Of course he didn’t. She chided herself for thinking a ghost would do her bidding. She’d surprised him last time. And she’d foolishly lost the element of surprise this time. Nonetheless, she was determined to check that room again before she gave up and went back to bed.

			She opened the door. It didn’t squeak this time. Had it been oiled? She held her lantern high to light the room. It looked different. A lot different. The cobwebs were gone. The old sofa was no longer dusty. And a cot was in the corner of the room with a pillow and a crumpled blanket. Was someone other than the ghost staying here? A real trespasser now? Even the windows in this room were covered with blankets, so the light of her lantern wouldn’t be seen from outside—and was why they hadn’t seen the ghost’s light in so long. He was probably furious that some vagrant had moved into his house and he’d been unable to scare him away.

			But the vagrant wasn’t here now. Maybe the ghost still was. She was about to tell her invisible friend that she could help with his vagrant problem when a hand slipped over her mouth and an arm around her waist. She was surprised enough to drop her lantern. It didn’t break, but it did roll across the floor—and extinguish itself. No! Utter blackness and a very real man with his hands on her.

			She was about to faint when he whispered by her ear, “You picked a lousy place to do your trysting, wench. Is your lover in the house, too? Is that who you were talking to? Just shake or nod your head.”

			She did both.

			He made a sound of frustration. “If I let go of your mouth so you can answer, I don’t want to hear any screaming. Scream and I’ll gag you and tie you up and leave you to rot in the cellar. Do we have an understanding?”

			Being bound and gagged didn’t frighten her so much and was even preferable to anything else he might do to her. Jack would find her in the morning because she would guess exactly where she’d disappeared to. So she nodded. He removed his hand from her mouth, but his arm still held her tightly to him so she couldn’t run. Screaming was still an option. . . .

			“So how soon before the other half of this tryst shows up?”

			“I wasn’t meeting anyone,” she assured him without thinking. Why hadn’t she said “Any minute now” instead?! Then he’d leave—or would he?

			“Then why are you here and how did you get in? I locked the bleedin’ door.”

			“You did? But what was the point of that when some of the windows are open?”

			“Because a locked door makes a statement. It clearly says you aren’t welcome.”

			She humphed. “Neither are you. Don’t you know this place is haunted?”

			“Is it? I’m just passing by. If there are any ghosts here, they haven’t made an appearance yet.”

			“Passing by when you keep a cot here?” she snorted. “You’re lying. And you weren’t here a moment ago. Did you come out of the wall? Is there a hidden room connected to this one?”

			He laughed, but it sounded forced. She had a feeling she’d guessed accurately. And why hadn’t she and Jack thought of that before? Even the ducal mansion had hidden rooms and passageways.

			But he placed his chin on her shoulder. “Quite the imagination you have, darlin’. How about you answer the questions instead? What are you doing here in the middle of the night if you’re not meeting a lover?”

			“I came to visit the resident ghost.”

			“That nonsense again?” he scoffed. “There are no such things.”

			It would be so nice if her ghost would show up to prove him wrong right then. The vagrant would be distracted long enough for her to escape and bring Derek back to get rid of him. But then she realized the room was too dark for her to see the ghost even if he did show up. Frustrated that this trespasser was ruining her last chance to see the ghost again, she just wanted to go back to bed. She tried to pull away from him but he tightened his hold on her.

			“Stop wiggling, or I’m going to think you want some attention of a different sort. Do you, darlin’? I’ll be happy to oblige.” She sucked in her breath and stood perfectly still. “Now that’s disappointing.” He actually did sound it. “You smell good. You feel good. I was hoping to find out if you taste good, too.”

			She stiffened. “I’m ugly as sin, with boils and warts.”

			He chuckled. “Now why don’t I believe that?”

			“Relight the lantern and you’ll see.”

			“No, the dark suits us. I’ll call your warts and boils and raise you a lusty appetite. I think I’m going to win this hand.”

			Despite the warning, and warning it was, she still wasn’t expecting to be flipped around so fast and kissed before she could stop it from happening. She didn’t gag. His breath actually smelled of brandy. And for a first kiss it might not have been so bad if she’d wanted to explore it. But she didn’t. Her hand swung wildly in the dark but she got lucky with her aim. It cracked against his cheek and got her released.

			He merely laughed. “What? It was just one quick kiss I stole. Nothing for you to get violent over.”

			“I’m leaving now, and you will, too, if you know what’s good for you.”

			A sigh. “Yes, I’ve already figured that out. But let me get you out of here safely. I don’t want it on my conscience if you fall through the floor and break your neck.”

			“No! Wait!” she cried as he picked her up in his arms. “I know this house better than you do!”

			“I doubt that,” he muttered, and carried her out of the room and across the main room to the nearest window, which he shoved her through. “Say nothing about seeing me here and I’ll be gone before morning.”

			“I didn’t see you. You made sure of that.”

			And she still couldn’t. A little moonlight was on the porch, but he stepped away from the window as soon as he released her, disappearing into the blackness inside the house. She didn’t wait for a response if he’d even heard her, just ran all the way back to the ducal mansion and up to her room.

			She almost woke Jacqueline to tell her about her little misadventure but decided it could wait until morning. It still nagged at her, how a poor vagrant could afford French brandy. The tariff on it was so high, only the rich could afford it. That was why it was the prime cargo of smugglers. . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter Three
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			“Why do you look like I’m in trouble?” Boyd Anderson wondered aloud as he entered the dining room to join his sister, Georgina, for lunch.

			His voice was teasing, his grin engaging, but he was quite serious given the frown he saw on her face. Brother and sister both had identical dark brown eyes, but his brown hair was shades lighter than hers. She was dressed today to receive company in a pretty coral gown, but she wore her hair down, as she often did when she only expected to entertain family.

			Boyd was the youngest of Georgina’s five brothers, and the only one who lived permanently in London. It had been his decision, and a good one since he was the third Anderson to marry into the Malory clan. His wife, Katey, was Anthony Malory’s illegitimate daughter, a daughter that Anthony hadn’t even known he had until Boyd began to pursue her. Newly discovered as Katey was, the Malorys, and there were many of them, would have been quite up in arms if Boyd had tried to sail off to America with her despite her having been raised there.

			Georgina tried to give Boyd a reassuring smile, but didn’t quite manage it. “Sit.” She pointed at the chair across from her. “I’ve asked the cook to prepare your favorite dish. It wasn’t easy to find white clams.”

			“Bribery? Never mind, don’t answer that. It’s Jacqueline’s trip, isn’t it? What’s wrong? Did something happen with the boys?”

			“No, they’re happy to stay at school. They’re not interested in their sister’s come-out.”

			“I thought you were in agreement that she could go?”

			“I am. I know you and our brothers only want the best for Jack. And this momentous trip has kept the peace in my family—even if it was forced down our throats.”

			Boyd winced. “Must you put it like that?”

			“Yes, I must, since it’s true.”

			He sighed. “I know we were rather emphatic when we insisted she have her come-out in America—”

			“Very.”

			“—and, yes, I know we’re all more often in England these days than in Connecticut as we were back then. But there’s another more important reason for her to go to America for her come-out.” He paused to glance at the door before he added in a near whisper, “Your husband is absent from the house, I hope? I wouldn’t want him walking in on this conversation.”

			“Yes, James has gone to the dock to make sure all the provisions have been delivered for the trip. But I wouldn’t be surprised if he drags Tony to Knighton’s first.”

			“Damn, I wish they’d let me know when they do that. I do so enjoy watching fights of that caliber.”

			“You wouldn’t today. James is rather annoyed, so it’s bound to be brutal.”

			“All the better! No, wait. Why is he annoyed? Because you’re upset—with someone?”

			“I’m not upset with anyone, just worried. It’s Jack who’s having the bloody fit.”

			“About the trip?”

			“In a roundabout manner.”

			“But I thought she wanted to go.”

			“Oh, she did, but she thought that Judy would get to go with her. But that’s not happening. And now Jack refuses to go without her.”

			Boyd laughed. “Now, why doesn’t that surprise me? They’ve always been inseparable, those two. Everyone knows it. So why can’t Judy go?”

			“Her mother won’t allow it. Roslynn has been preparing for the Season here for months, has been looking forward to it even more than our daughters are. She already knows who will be hosting what parties and balls, has promises of invitations for them all. She already knows who the most eligibles are, including a Scotsman she favors for Judy because he is the son of a close friend of hers. She’s leaving nothing to chance and thinks that Judy might miss a significant event if she sails with us.”

			Boyd cast his eyes toward the ceiling. “But they will be back in time for the Season here, might only miss a week or two of it. They’ll still have the rest of the summer here. That is why we’re leaving now, in the spring.”

			“But missing the beginning is what’s turned Judith’s mother stubborn, and she can be very stubborn. And I even understand her reasoning, since the very beginning of a Season is when attractions first spark, pairings get made, courting starts. To arrive even a week late can make a world of difference, with all the best catches already taken. Of course she’s most concerned about that Scotsman. She doesn’t want another girl to snare Lord Cullen. So she’s making sure Judy will be here when he is, right at the start of the Season.”

			“Do you really think that will matter for the two prettiest debutantes this year?”

			“It won’t matter for Jack. She’ll go after who she wants as soon as she claps eyes on him, consequences be damned, this side of the ocean or the other.”

			“For God’s sake, Georgie, you’re talking about your daughter, not one of the Malory rakes.”

			She raised a brow at him, a habit she’d gotten into soon after marrying James Malory. “You’re surprised she’d take after her father?”

			“Too much after him, obviously,” Boyd mumbled, adding the complaint “And that should’ve been nipped in the bud.”

			She chuckled at him. “There’s no nipping an influence that strong. But that’s beside the point. Unlike Jack, who occasionally acts before she thinks, Judith is too kindhearted and considerate of others to even come close to stepping on toes. And Roslynn knows that about her daughter. Which is why she won’t budge on Judy’s not missing the first ball of the Season here. I’m afraid if we can’t change Roslynn’s mind, we won’t be sailing. Jack has simply and furiously declined to have a Season without her best friend beside her.”

			“Damnit, Georgie, we’re three days away from sailing. It’s too late to cancel. Katey has been looking forward to the trip.”

			“D’you think I like this situation? We’re already packed. The Maiden George has been brought up from her dock in the south and a full crew hired. She’s anchored in the Thames as we speak. We’ve been browbeating and cajoling Roslynn for months, and now we’re down to the last few days and she’s still saying no.”

			“But our brothers are all on their way to Bridgeport. And Amy will be there soon to oversee the preparations. She sailed with Warren last week. They will all think something horrible has happened if we don’t show up as expected!”

			“James would sail anyway to let them know what’s happened, if it comes to that. They won’t be left to worry. I’m sorry, Boyd. I know you and our brothers have been looking forward to this. I just don’t want all of you to be angry if James doesn’t keep his promise. It’s not his fault.”

			Boyd gave Georgina a pointed look. “Since when does Jack rule the roost? I’ll get her on the ship myself if you and James are reluctant to insist.”

			“You’re missing the point, Boyd. There is no point to this trip if my daughter spends the entire time miserable. None of us expected Roslynn’s opposition. We’ve all tried to change her mind. But she won’t budge. She’s a Scot, you know, and she’s lost her temper more’n once, with all of us trying to change her mind.”

			“Then don’t count on Jack’s ever marrying,” Boyd said flatly.

			Georgina shot to her feet. “Excuse me? You take that back, Boyd Anderson!”

			He rose as well, his brow as furrowed as hers. “I will not. I told you there is another even more important reason for Jack to have her come-out in America. You know she’s going to have a much better chance of finding love with a man who isn’t familiar with your husband’s reputation. The young men here are going to be scared to death to approach her because of him.”

			Georgina dropped back into her chair but was still bristling on her husband’s behalf. “Jack isn’t worried about that happening and neither are we.”

			“Then you’re deluding yourselves, because it’s human nature. There isn’t a man who knows him, or who has even merely heard the rumors about him, that would risk having James Malory for a father-in-law—that’s if James doesn’t kill him before they get to the altar.”

			Georgina gasped, even sputtered before she said furiously, “I now agree with Jack. In fact, I’m not going either. I wouldn’t be able to bear weeks at sea with someone as pigheaded as you!”

			Boyd lost his own temper, snarling on the way out of the room, “I won’t let my niece throw away a golden opportunity just because you don’t know when to put your foot down!”

			“How dare you!” Georgina yelled, and threw a plate at him.

			The plate missed and shattered in the hall. The front door opened before Boyd reached it, and Jacqueline remarked wide-eyed, “Is she breaking dishes on you again?”

			Boyd snorted and took Jack’s arm to lead her back out of the house. “She never did have good aim.” And then sternly: “Do you know how much trouble you’re causing?”

			Jack grinned cheekily, not the least bit repentant. “It’s all part of my plan.”

			“To drive us crazy?”

			“To get Judy on the ship with us.”

			“I’ve a better idea. Come on, we’re going to find a certain Scotsman and arrange a little accident for him.”

			“Really?!”

			“I’m definitely in the mood to, but I suppose we can try to reason with him first.”

			“Reason with a Scotsman?” Jack started laughing.

			Boyd tsked. “Just tell me he’s in town. I don’t want to kill a horse riding to Scotland and back in three days.”

			“He is here on business, actually. Arrived a few days ago and has been calling on Judy each day. I’ve had a devil of a time making sure she’s not home to receive him, hoping he’ll get the hint and just go away. But Aunt Ros guessed what I’ve been up to after Judy found the nerve to tell her that she’ll have no Season a’tall if she can’t have one on each side of the ocean.”

			“Did that work?”

			“No, not yet, but it has to eventually. For now, Aunt Ros is sure Judy will come around once our ship sails without her. She is calling me a bad influence, though,” Jack ended with a grin, rather proud to be called that.

			“So Judy hasn’t even met Lord Cullen to know whether she would like him or not?”

			“Not since he was a boy. He, on the other hand, has seen her in recent years and is quite besotted. But she’s in no hurry to find out what the man is like. She’s supposed to be meeting him right now in the park. Roslynn was taking her. But Judy’s going to pretend to be sick.”

			“Then let’s meet him instead. We can use his infatuation to good purpose, tell him he’ll be doing Judy a favor if he cooperates and claims he’s had an accident that will prevent him from joining the Season for a few weeks. As long as he agrees to assure Roslynn of it, so she’ll no longer have a reason to object to Judy’s coming with us, I won’t actually have to break any bones.”

			Jacqueline grinned. “You realize you sound like my father?”

			“Bite your tongue, Jack.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four
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			“Have you thought of something yet? We’re down to two days before we sail, and now neither Jack nor George intends to join us thanks to your wife’s intransigence,” James said as he landed a hard jab to Anthony’s chin that moved his brother back a step.

			Word had spread fast in the neighborhood when the Malory brothers were seen going into Knighton’s Hall together. The seats around the ring were already filled as if this fight had been scheduled. A crowd was at the door fighting to get in. Knighton had thrown up his hands and stopped trying to prevent access. Anthony, the youngest Malory brother, had been coming to Knighton’s for most of his life for exercise in the ring, but his fights weren’t very exciting since he never lost—unless his brother James stepped into the ring with him. No one ever knew which brother would win, and thus bets were flying about the hall today.

			Anthony’s black brows narrowed on his brother. “No, and you can stop taking your frustration out on me.”

			“But who better?” James said drily, and another hard right landed. “What about now?”

			“Blister it, James, it ain’t my bloody fault.”

			“Of course it is, dear boy. You are the only one capable of talking your wife around. Lost your touch? Good God, you have, haven’t you?”

			Anthony got in a solid punch to James’s midsection for that slur, followed by an uppercut. Neither one moved James Malory, who had been likened to a brick wall more’n once by men who had tried to defeat him, his brothers included. But Anthony was knocked off his feet with James’s next blow, deciding the matter of his giving up this round. Bloody hell. James won too easily when he was annoyed. But Anthony was saved from having to concede when his driver climbed up on the side of the ring and waved for his attention. Seeing the man as well, James stepped back.

			Anthony got up to fetch the note his man was waving at him, reading it as he returned to James in the middle of the ring. He snorted before he told James, “Judy suggests I save my face a bruising today and come home to pack. Apparently, Ros has given in.”

			James started to laugh at the good news, which was how Anthony caught him off guard with a punch that landed his older brother on his arse. But James’s own annoyance was completely gone now with the unexpected news, so he merely raised a golden brow from his position on the floor to inquire, “Then what was that for?”

			“Because now I’m no doubt in the doghouse,” Anthony grumbled, though he offered James a hand up. “I don’t know who changed her mind or how they did it, but I know I’ll end up catching her anger for it.”

			“Then it’s just as well you’ll be sailing with us and your wife will be staying home. She will have more’n enough time to calm down before we return.”

			Both men knew that Roslynn wouldn’t sail with them because of her seasickness. She and Anthony’s younger daughter, Jaime, suffered from the same malady, so even if Roslynn was willing to endure the discomfort for Judy’s sake, she wouldn’t subject Jaime to it again. Nor would she leave Jaime at home alone for the two months they expected to be gone.

			But James noted that his remark didn’t seem to ease his brother’s concern. “Come on, old man, don’t tell me London’s most notorious rake can’t redirect a lady’s anger into passion of another sort,” James said as he leaned forward to take his brother’s proffered hand.

			Anthony abruptly withdrew it. “It’s against my code of honor to hit a man when he’s down, but I could make an exception just for you.”

			James chuckled as he rose to his feet. “I’ll pass on that favor. Don’t want Judy to think her message didn’t get to you in good time.”

			•     •     •

			In the middle of the Atlantic, The Nereus was making good headway toward Bridgeport, Connecticut. While the Andersons’ family business, Skylark Shipping, had many ships in its fleet, each sibling also had one of his or her own, and The Nereus was owned and captained by Warren, the second-oldest Anderson brother and Amy Malory’s adoring husband. The couple spent half of the year at sea, along with their children, Eric, and the twins, Glorianna and Stuart, and of course the children’s tutors. The other half of the year they spent in their house in London so their children could get to know their large family.

			Amy was basking in the spring sun on deck, despite the wind’s being nippy. As the only woman in the Anderson family who had experienced a successful social Season in London, she’d been asked by the Anderson brothers to plan the social events for Jacqueline’s two-week visit to Bridgeport. Of course, Drew Anderson’s wife, Gabby, had had a London social debut, but it had been cut short and turned into a scandalous disaster by Drew, so she couldn’t offer much advice about come-out parties. Amy wasn’t simply relying on her own experience. She had conferred with her cousin Regina, the Malory family’s expert in social events.

			Amy had to get the Anderson family home ready for these events. She had to plan the menus and send out the invitations. Warren would help her with the invitations since he knew whom to include. Although Amy had been to Bridgeport with him dozens of times over the years and had met many of the Andersons’ friends and acquaintances, she couldn’t be expected to remember them all. Yet everything had to be perfect before Jacqueline and her parents arrived.

			Her own children were more excited about this trip than she was, since they were going to get to attend each event. In England they’d have to wait until they were eighteen to be included among the adults, but in America rules like that didn’t apply. Amy was too frazzled to be excited. So many things to do, so many lists to make.

			With so much on her mind, she almost didn’t notice the feeling that started to intrude, and then she did, doubling over from it, as if she’d received a blow to her stomach. Warren, approaching her from behind, noticed and was instantly alarmed.

			He put his hands gently on her back. “What sort of pain is it, sweetheart?”

			“No pain.”

			“Then . . . ?”

			“Something—bad—is going to happen.”

			Warren immediately looked up at the sky for an approaching storm that might cripple them, but not a dark cloud was in sight. “When?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“What?”

			“I don’t know!”

			He sighed. “If you’re going to have these feelings, I really wish you could interpret them more specifically.”

			“You always say that. And it never helps because I can’t. We have to go back, Warren.”

			He tsked, helped her straighten, and turned her around so he could hold her in his arms. “You’re not thinking clearly. We’d miss half the family that are already heading this way. Even James and Georgie will have departed with Jack long before we could get back.”

			“I wish there was a faster way to travel,” she growled in frustration against his wide chest.

			He chuckled. “That’s never going to happen, but we don’t sail with cannons anymore—”

			“You still acquired a full cargo that’s weighing us down.”

			“Of course I did, that’s my job. And despite the cargo, we’re making damn good time. Another week, give or take a day or so, and we’ll be in Bridgeport.”

			“If the wind holds,” she mumbled.

			“Naturally. But you know, no matter what your feeling portends, you can lessen the blow and make sure it isn’t devastating. Do it now. Say something to relieve your mind, sweetheart. Make a bet. You know you always win.”

			She glanced up at him and gave him a loving smile for the reminder. “I bet nothing is going to happen that my family can’t handle.”

			“Are you sure you want to be that vague?”

			“I wasn’t vague. That covers everyone in my family, everyone in your family, all wives, husbands, and children.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five
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			The holding cell, one of many, was the only one currently in use. The cell wasn’t in a jail or a prison, although it certainly felt as if it were to the men detained there. Underground, no windows, the prisoners would have no light at all if a single lantern weren’t kept burning day and night. That light was for the guard, not the prisoners.

			The revenue base had been built toward the end of the last century when the Crown got more aggressive in patrolling her southern waters, mainly along the Cornish coast. The base had started out as no more than a dock and a barracks halfway between Dorset and Devon. As it had expanded over the years, a community had grown up around it. Shops, a stable, taverns, but the main business was still the apprehension of smugglers, and they were dealt with severely. Sent to the colonies in Australia or hanged. One or the other with trials that were a mockery.

			Nathan Tremayne had wished more than once that he’d been born in the last century, before the revenue men got organized. Then, smuggled cargoes could be unloaded right on the docks of a village with everyone helping. Even the local nabobs would turn a blind eye on the illegal activities as long as they got their case of brandy or tea. It had been a simple way to get around exorbitant taxes, and the long expanse of rocky Cornish coastline made that section of England ideal for bringing in rum, brandy, tea, and even tobacco to otherwise law-abiding citizens at reasonable prices. With so few revenue men patrolling back then, the smugglers faced little risk. Not so anymore.

			These days the few smugglers still operating were running out of places to hide their cargoes. Even the tunnels built into the cliffs were slowly being discovered and watched by the revenuers. Smugglers had resorted to storing their cargoes farther inland, away from the revenuers, before their cargoes could be distributed. But the goods still had to be unloaded onto shore for transport—or loaded back onto a ship if a smuggler suspected his hiding place had been discovered by a meddlesome wench who would likely inform the authorities. That’s how Nathan had been caught last week. His crew had gotten away, scattering like rats in a sewer. He and his ship hadn’t.

			It had been a setup. The revenuers had been lying in wait. He just couldn’t prove it unless he could escape. But that wasn’t happening from a cellblock such as this. Chained hand and foot with the chains spiked to the wall behind him, he could barely stand or reach the man chained next to him. Four in the cell were in a similar position. He didn’t know them, didn’t bother to talk to them. An old man had been left unbound. His task was to pass out the tin bowls of gruel to the rest of them. If he was awake. If waking him didn’t get him angry. Nathan had already missed a few meals because of that old man’s temper.

			Nathan was asleep when they came for him, unchaining him from the wall, dragging him out of there. The last man to be removed from the cell had gone out screaming about his innocence and hadn’t returned. Nathan didn’t say a word, but a slow-burning anger was inside him. He’d had other choices, other kinds of work, other goals, too. He might have stuck to that path if his father, Jory, hadn’t died. But one thing had led to another, a long chain of events, and now here he was about to be hung or sent off to prison for life.

			The two guards dragging him didn’t even give him an opportunity to walk. That would have been too slow for them, with the chains still on his ankles, and they weren’t removing those. He couldn’t even shield his eyes from the daylight that blinded him when they got aboveground.

			He was taken into a large office and shoved directly into a hardback chair in front of a desk. The fancy room had more the look of a parlor with expensive furnishings, indicating that the man behind the desk was important. The man who, Nathan guessed, was maybe five years older than he was, which would put him around thirty, wore a spotless uniform with gleaming buttons, and had curious blue eyes. He had the look of an aristocrat. A common practice was for second sons to work for the government in some capacity.

			The guards were dismissed before the man said, “I’m Arnold Burdis, Commander Burdis to be exact.”

			Nathan was surprised he’d been left completely alone with the officer. Did they think a week of nothing but gruel in a bricked and barred hole had made him weak? The office might be in the middle of a base crawling with revenuers, but still, it wouldn’t take too much effort for Nathan to overpower this man.

			He’d immediately spotted the old dueling pistol on the desk, which was there for obvious reasons. Nathan eyed it for a few moments, debating his chances of getting to it before the commander did. The likelihood that it had only one bullet in it decided the matter because he would need at least two, one for the commander and one for the chain between his feet in order to escape. Unless he wanted to take the commander hostage . . .

			“Would you like a brandy?”

			The man was pouring one for himself, and two glasses were actually on the desk in front of him. “One of my own bottles?” Nathan asked.

			Burdis’s mouth quirked up slightly. “A sense of humor despite your dire straits, how novel.”

			The commander poured the brandy for him anyway and slid the glass across the desk. The rattle of his chains as he raised it to his lips screamed of those dire straits, but sarcasm wasn’t humor. And he only took a sip to wet his dry mouth. If the man intended to get him drunk to loosen his tongue, he would be disappointed.

			“You are quite the catch, Tremayne. But it was just a matter of time. You were getting sloppy, or was it too bold for your own good?”

			“Try desperate?”

			“Were you really? Dare I take credit?”

			“For dogged persistence, if you like. I prefer to blame a wench.”

			Burdis actually chuckled. “Don’t we all from time to time. But my informant wasn’t wearing skirts.”

			“Care to share his name?” Nathan tossed out the question, then held his breath.

			But the man wasn’t simply conversing with him or distracted enough to reflexively reply to a quick question. He was cordial for a reason; Nathan just couldn’t imagine what it was. But he was beginning to think he was being toyed with. A nabob’s perverse pleasure, for whatever reason, and he wanted no more of it.

			“Do I even get a trial?” he demanded.

			The commander swirled his brandy and sniffed it before he looked up curiously and asked, “Do you have a defense?”

			“I’ll think of something.”

			A tsk. “You’re far too glib for your situation. Admirable, I suppose, but unnecessary. Has it not occurred to you that I hold your life in my hands? I would think you would want to rein in that sarcasm, at least until you find out why I’ve summoned you.”

			A carrot? It almost sounded as if he wasn’t going to be hanged today. But it raised his suspicion again. If this wasn’t his trial, the commander his judge and jury, then what the hell was it? And he’d been caught red-handed. He had no defense and they both knew it.

			He sat back. “By all means, continue.”

			“I am successful in this job because I make a point of finding out all there is to know about my quarries, and you are something of an anomaly.”

			“There’s nothing peculiar about me, Commander.”

			“On the contrary. I know you’ve been involved in other lines of work. Lawful ones. Quite a few actually, and you mastered each one, which is an amazing feat for someone your age. Couldn’t make up your mind what to do with your life?”

			Nathan shrugged. “My father died and left me his ship and crew. That made up my mind for me.”

			Burdis smiled. “So you think smuggling is in your blood? I beg to differ. I already know about you, Tremayne, more than I expected to learn. Privilege of rank, access to old records.”

			“Then you probably know more’n I do.”

			“Possibly, but I doubt it. Moved quite far down the proverbial social ladder, haven’t you? Did all the women in your family marry badly, or just your mother?”

			Every chain rattled as Nathan stood up and leaned across the desk to snarl, “Do you have a death wish?”

			The commander immediately reached for his pistol, cocked it, and pointed it at Nathan’s chest. “Sit down, before I call the guards.”

			“Do you really think one bullet would stop me before I break your neck?”

			Burdis let out a nervous chuckle. “Yes, you’re a strapping behemoth, I get the point. But you have an earl in your bloodline, so it was a logical question.”

			“But none of your bleedin’ business.”

			“Quite right. And I meant no offense. I just found it a fascinating tidbit, who your ancestors are, a bit far back in the tree, but still . . . D’you even realize that you could be sitting in a chair like mine, instead of the one you’re in? It boggled my mind when I realized it. Why did you never take advantage of who you are?”

			“Because that isn’t who I am. And you ask too many questions of a man you’ve already caught.”

			“Curiosity is my bane, I readily admit it. Now do sit down, before I change my mind about you and send you back to your cell.”

			There was that carrot again, alluding to a different outcome to his capture than the obvious one. Nathan drained the brandy in front of him before he dropped back in his chair. He could handle at least one glass without losing his wits. Bleedin’ nabob. Nathan still suspected he was being toyed with, and now he guessed why. His lordly ancestor probably ranked higher than the commander’s did. Why else would the man want to sit there and gloat?

			“Are you going to tell me who your informant was?” Nathan asked once more.

			“He was just a lackey, but can’t you guess who he works for? I have it on good authority that you’ve been searching for the man yourself. He must have thought you were getting too close to finding him.”

			Nathan stiffened. “Hammett Grigg?”

			“Yes, I thought that might be clue enough for you. The same man suspected of killing your father.”

			“Not just suspected. There was a witness.”

			“An old grudge finally settled between the two men, was the way I heard it.”

			“My father was unarmed. It was murder.”

			“And is that what you had in mind for Grigg?”

			“I want to kill him, yes, but in a fair fight—with my bare hands.”

			Burdis actually laughed. “Look at yourself, man. D’you really think that would be a fair fight? I’ve nothing against revenge. I feel the need for it m’self occasionally. But I’ll have Mr. Grigg caught and hung long before you can get your hands on him. He is my next quarry, after all.”

			“And I’ll be dead before you catch him.”

			Burdis refilled Nathan’s glass before he replied, “You misunderstand why I’ve brought you before me. I’m going to give you the opportunity to thank me one day.”

			“For what?”

			The commander opened a drawer to retrieve a clean, unfolded piece of paper that he set in front of him. He tapped it. “This is a full pardon already signed, an opportunity for you to start over with a clean slate. But it’s conditional, of course.”

			Nathan’s eyes narrowed. “Is this some joke?”

			“Not a’tall. This document will remain with me until you fulfill the terms, but it’s a legitimate offer.”

			“You want me to catch Grigg for you without killing him? You really think I could resist the temptation if I get my hands on him?”

			“Forget about Grigg! I told you, assure you, I’ll see him hanged for you.”

			For the first time, Arnold Burdis didn’t look or sound so cordial. Nathan was done with second-guessing him, other than to say, “You sound angry.”

			“I am. My man guarding your ship was killed, left floating in the water where your Pearl should have been.”

			“You’ve lost my ship!?”

			“I didn’t lose it,” Burdis growled. “It was stolen, and, no, not by Hammett Grigg. We caught one of the thieves. Nicked as they were sailing away, he fell into the water and was recovered. We gave chase, of course, probably would have caught them, too, if we’d known their direction. We searched up and down the coast, while they did the unthinkable, sailing straight out to sea and beyond.”

			“Who were they?”

			“They’re not Englishmen, but they’ve been stealing English ships for some ten years now, just so sporadically, and never from the same harbors, that no one linked the thefts. At first they were just taking the vessels offshore and sinking them, but then they decided to have their revenge and make a profit at it.”

			“Revenge?”

			“It’s a couple of Americans who bear a grudge against us for the last war we had with their country, which orphaned them. They were just children at the time, which is why they only got around to getting some payback a decade ago.” A folded note was tossed at Nathan. “Those are the particulars I got out of their man. My superiors don’t give a rat’s ass about this crime ring targeting our harbors. They only want you and your ilk. But I don’t like having my toes stepped on, and these thieves did that when they killed one of my men and stole my prize right off my docks.”

			Nathan raised a brow. His prize? “Tell me you’re not asking me to bring my ship back to you.”

			“No, if you can recover The Pearl, she’s yours again, but good luck with that. They refit them with new paint, new names, then auction them off to their unsuspecting countrymen, who actually think they are legitimate shipbuilders. And they’ve gotten away with this for years. But you’re going to end it. It won’t be easy getting the Yanks to do you any favors, but you’ll need to figure out a way to get the authorities over there to work with you in closing down that operation. That’s my condition. I want a letter from an American official stating that the thieves have been arrested and put out of business.”

			“That’s all?” Nathan rejoined drily.

			The commander’s eyes narrowed with the warning. “Don’t even think of running away once I give you your freedom for this task. As I mentioned, I found out more’n I expected to about you, including that you have guardianship of your two remaining relatives. I would hate to see your nieces end up paying for their uncle’s crimes. So do you agree to my terms?”

			“For my freedom, did you even need to ask?”
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