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Chapter 1




London, 1819

The barmaid sighed and sighed again, because the three handsome gentlemen, all young lords by the look of them, had requested no more than drinks from her, despite her best efforts to offer them her favors as well. Still, she hovered near their table, hoping one of them might change his mind, especially the golden-haired one with the sensual green eyes, eyes that promised untold delights if she could just get her hands on him. Derek, she’d heard him called, and her heart had fair tripped over when he’d walked through the door. She’d never seen a man so handsome—until the youngest of the trio followed him in.

It was a bleedin’ shame that one had to be so young, for her experience with boys his age was dismally unsatisfying. On the other hand, this young one had a devilishly wicked sparkle in his eyes that made her wonder if he might know how to pleasure a woman despite his tender years. Actually taller than his two older companions and broader of frame, with hair of a midnight hue and eyes of the clearest cobalt blue, he was so appealing that she’d be more than willing to find out.

The third member of their group, who looked to be the oldest, wasn’t nearly as handsome as his two friends, though, truth be known, he was a fine-looking specimen as well, just outdone by the two heart-stoppers. The girl sighed again, waiting, hoping, fairly drooling, but afraid she was bound to be disappointed tonight, with their interest on no more than their drinks and their own conversation.

Oblivious to the salacious thoughts coming their way—nothing new for these three—they suddenly changed the course of the amiable conversation at the table under such avid observation.

“How does he do it, Derek?” Percy complained, his words slightly slurred. He was referring to the youngest member of the threesome, Derek’s cousin Jeremy. “He’s drunk us glass for glass, damned if he ain’t, yet he’s sitting there not the teeniest bit foxed.”

The two Malory cousins grinned at each other. What Percy didn’t know was that a bunch of pirates had taught Jeremy everything he knew about drink and women. But that wasn’t something that went beyond the family’s knowledge; nor the fact that Jeremy’s father, James Malory, Viscount of Ryding, had been the leader of those same pirates in the days when he was known as the Hawke. Percival Alden, or Percy, as his friends called him, would certainly never be told. Good old Percy couldn’t keep a secret to save his soul.

“My uncle James warned me to have his drinks watered down, don’t you know.” Derek said the outright lie with a perfectly straight face. “Otherwise the young’un wouldn’t be allowed out with me.”

“Gad, how awful!” Percy changed his tune, commiserating now that he was assured an eighteen-year-old wasn’t drinking him under the table.

Percy, at twenty-eight, was the oldest of the trio, after all. Stood to reason that he ought to be the one to hold his liquor better than either of his companions. ’Course, Derek, at twenty-five, had always been able to put him to shame when it came to serious drinking. But young Jeremy had been surpassing them both—or at least Percy had thought so. How utterly deplorable to have a reformed rake for a father who kept such close tabs on you, even enlisting the rest of the family to help curtail your fun.

Then again, Derek never said a word when Jeremy would disappear late of an evening with a comely wench on his arm, so not all of the boy’s fun was being curtailed. Come to think of it, Percy couldn’t remember a single time in the past year, since Derek had taken his young cousin under his wing, that Jeremy hadn’t found a willing female with whom to occupy a few very private hours, whether the three young men had ended up in a lively tavern, in an expensive house of Eros, or at one of society’s many gatherings. The boy had the most devilish luck where women were concerned. Women of all ages, whores and ladies alike, found this youngest male Malory quite irresistible.

In that respect, he was taking after his father, James, and his uncle Anthony Malory. Those two Malory brothers, the younger of four, had set the town on fire in their day with the scandals their affairs had generated. Derek, the only son of the oldest Malory brother, was just as lucky with women for that matter, although much more discreet and discerning about whom he chose to favor, so that the few scandals he’d been embroiled in since he’d come of age hadn’t concerned women at all.

Having thought it over, Percy summoned the barmaid to him and whispered in her ear. The two cousins, watching him, knew exactly what he was doing: ordering the next round—and arranging, supposedly on the sly, to have the water left out of Jeremy’s drink. It was all the cousins could do not to burst out laughing. But Derek, noting the girl’s frown and that she was about to tell the young lord that none of the previous drinks she’d served had contained any water, had to quickly catch her eye to give her a nod and a wink so she’d know they were just having some sport and go along with it. She did, smart girl, grinning as she left.

Derek would have to see that the pretty miss was compensated, though not as she might like. She’d turned all of her ample charms on him when they’d first come in, but having another assignation already arranged for the wee hours, he hadn’t encouraged her.

This was a tavern they often frequented, but this girl was new. He’d try her eventually—they all would if she kept the job long enough—but not tonight, since they’d all scored right handily at the Shepfords’ annual Season-opening ball earlier in the evening.

It was a ball he and Jeremy had been ordered to attend, since it was where their youngest cousin, Amy, had made her official debut into society. She’d been allowed to attend a few other affairs since she’d turned sixteen, but no balls, and certainly not decked out as she’d been tonight. Gad, but the little minx had quite stunned them in all her finery, at least the men in the family, and the whole Malory clan had been in attendance. When the devil had sweet, impish Amy turned into such a ravishing, sensual beauty?

It was a good question to put forward, just to get Percy’s mind off his collusion with the barmaid. Knowing Percy as he did, and Derek knew him well, since they’d been chumming together for years now, the dear fellow was more than likely to blurt out what he’d done, because Percy quite simply couldn’t keep a secret, even one of his own.

So to distract Percy, Derek raised the matter to Jeremy. “You’ve been Amy’s choice as escort lately, whenever her brothers aren’t available. Why is it you never gave us warning that the minx had blossomed overnight?”

Jeremy just shrugged. “Who says it was overnight? Those clothes Aunt Charlotte insisted Amy wear hid what was there, but it’s been there for some time now. It just takes a discerning eye—”

Derek nearly choked to contain his laughter. “Good God, man, she’s your cousin! You’re not supposed to notice such things in a cousin.”

“You’re not?” Jeremy was genuinely surprised. “Well, hell’s bells, where’s it written—?”

“Likely in your father’s book,” Derek replied with a pointed look.

Jeremy sighed now. “I suppose. He made a bloody fuss about it whenever I admired Regan a bit longer than he thought necessary.”

Regan was also their cousin, and the one niece whom the older Malory brothers had had a hand in raising, though only Jeremy and his father called her Regan. It didn’t bother Derek in the least to hear her called that, not as it did his own father and two other uncles. The rest of the family called her Reggie, though her actual name was Regina, and the dear girl had married Derek’s closest friend, Nicholas Eden, several years ago.

“But I didn’t say I was interested in Amy,” Jeremy clarified as he continued, “just that I’d noticed she’d filled out nicely in all the right places.”

“Noticed her, too,” Percy put in unexpectedly. “Been biding my time, waiting for her come-out. Thinking of courting her myself.”

Both cousins sat forward in protective alarm upon hearing that, and in that they were so very like their fathers, it was uncanny. It was Derek who exclaimed, “Now why would you want to do a bloody stupid thing like that? With Amy comes my uncles’ close scrutiny. Never doubt it. D’you really want Anthony and James Malory breathing down your neck, not to mention my father?”

Percy turned a little bit pale. “Good God, no! Hadn’t thought of that, indeed I hadn’t.”

“So think about it.”


“But—but I thought it was only Nick’s wife, Reggie, whom they took such a personal interest in. They didn’t bother with Amy’s older sisters, Clare and Diana.”

“Clare didn’t attract rakehells like you, Percy, so it was safe not to worry about her. And Uncle Edward approved of Diana’s first choice, which was why she was married so soon after her own come-out. Unlike Reggie, they both had a father to see to their welfare, so the uncles didn’t feel they had to get involved.”

Percy perked up upon hearing that. “Well, then, I’ll just get Lord Edward’s approval, and that’ll be the end of it, won’t it?”

“Don’t count on it. Unlike Clare and Diana, Amy looks too much like Reggie for Tony and James not to keep a close eye on her, just as they did with Reggie before she married Nick. Habit, you know.” Derek suddenly grinned, giving Jeremy a look. “Gad, did you see their faces tonight? Bowled ’em both over, she did. Don’t think I’ve ever seen your father rendered speechless.”

Jeremy chuckled. “I have, but you’re right. Guess I should have warned him.”

“And me,” Derek reiterated.

Jeremy quirked a brow in a perfect simulation of one of his father’s affectations and said baldly, “Didn’t think you were that dense not to notice Amy’s grown up. M’father’s got the excuse of a new wife who keeps him utterly distracted, but what’s your excuse?”


“I rarely see the chit,” Derek said in his defense. “You’re the one she calls on to squire her about whenever you’re down from school, not I.”

With what looked like a serious argument coming on, Percy thought to volunteer a suggestion. “Be happy to take over that chore if the need arises.”

“Be quiet, Percy,” both cousins said automatically.

But Derek was the first to recall that they’d been trying to dissuade Percy from his unexpected interest in young Amy, so he quickly got back to the subject that would hopefully head Percy off, asking Jeremy, “But Uncle James was surprised, wasn’t he, at the change in Amy?”

Jeremy got the point. “Oh, aye. Heard Father sigh before he told Tony, ‘Here we go again.’”

“What’d Uncle Tony say to that?”

Jeremy chuckled, recalling the scene he’d witnessed. “What you might expect. ‘I’ll leave it to you, old man, since you’ve got nothing better to do now that you can only sleep in your bed at night.’”

Percy found that amusing and laughed. Derek, on the other hand, actually blushed. They’d both caught the meaning, since James Malory’s young wife, Georgina, happened to be very, very pregnant at the moment, and was in fact expected to deliver her burden within the week. Jeremy had already confided to Derek that George’s doctor had warned her husband to keep his hands to himself for the time being. Derek had blushed then, too, but the plain fact was that the first time he’d met his uncle’s new wife had been outside a tavern near the docks, when she’d run right into his arms, and he’d had every intention of seeing she ended up in his bed that night—until Jeremy informed him that it was his new aunt he was trying to seduce.

The present subject, however, had Percy sitting up in surprise, since it only just occurred to him to ask, “I say, would that be why your father’s got his name back in the betting book over at White’s?”

As he’d asked the question of Jeremy, the lad replied, “Ain’t heard that he’s placed any wagers.”

“Not him,” Percy clarified. “They’re betting on him, that he’ll start, or be directly responsible for, no less than three fights by the end of the week.”

At that Jeremy started laughing his head off. Derek remarked in annoyance, “It ain’t that funny, Jeremy. When Uncle James gets in a fight, the poor victim doesn’t usually walk away. My friend Nick found that out firsthand, and nearly missed his wedding to our Reggie because your father laid him up in bed for a week.”

Jeremy sobered, because good old Nick had landed his father in jail for that thrashing, and it was a time when tempers were high that he’d as soon forget.

Percy, unaware that he’d stirred up some unpleasant memories for the cousins, wanted to know, “But that is why your father’s in such a rotten mood, ain’t it, because he and Georgie can’t—you know?”

“Actually,” Jeremy replied, “that ain’t got a thing to do with it, Percy. M’father knew he’d have to abstain for a while. Didn’t his brother Tony just go through the same thing not two months ago? No, what’s got him lacerating everyone within spitting distance is the letter George got from her brothers last week. Seems they’re all coming back for the birthing, and could show up any day now.”

“Good God!” Derek and Percy exclaimed at once.

Derek added, “No wonder he bit my head off yesterday for no good reason.”

Percy said, “I’ve never seen a man dislike his in-laws as much as James Malory does that particular bunch from America he’s got.”

And Derek added again, “He even likes them less than he does old Nick, and he’s never liked Nick.”

“Exactly,” Jeremy said. “It’s all George can do to keep them from each other’s throats when they’re in the same room together.”

They were all exaggerating—a trifle. The truth was, James had made semi-peace with his brothers-in-law before they sailed back to America, but he hadn’t liked doing it, had only done it for Georgina’s sake—and only because he’d thought he’d be seeing the last of them.

They weren’t all so terrible, those Americans. Derek and Jeremy had even taken the two younger Anderson brothers out on the town with them while they were in London. And they’d gotten along famously, at least with Drew Anderson, who was the devil-may-care brother. Boyd, the youngest, had been too serious-minded to enjoy himself as much as the rest of them had. But it was one brother in particular whom James really objected to, the one who’d been all for hanging James when they had him at their mercy in America last year. That one James was never going to like, no matter what.

“I’m bloody well glad I won’t be living in your household this coming month,” Derek remarked to Jeremy.

Jeremy shot his cousin a grin. “Oh, I don’t know. It’s going to be damned interesting around there, if you ask me. I for one don’t intend to miss a single minute of it.”








Chapter 2




Across London in the newly purchased town house in Berkeley Square, Georgina and James Malory had mutually agreed to set aside the subject of the impending arrival of her brothers, at least for the remainder of the night, since it was a subject neither of them could agree on, and it was doubtful they ever would. In all fairness, Georgina understood her husband’s sentiments. After all, her brothers had trounced him thoroughly and locked him in a cellar. The angriest of the lot, Warren, would have cheerfully hung James if he’d had his way, using the excuse that James was the pirate who had attacked two of their Skylark ships, which was perfectly true, but beside the point.


Warren had only used that as his explanation, however, when the real reason he’d wanted to put an everlasting end to James Malory was because James had compromised Georgina and publicly announced that fact at a gathering that had included half of their hometown of Bridgeport, Connecticut.

Yes, Warren was much to blame for the animosity that still existed between her husband and her brothers. But James was not faultless either; he had, in fact, instigated all of the original hostility with his acerbic tongue. And come to find out, after he’d carted her off to England, that it had all been deliberate on his part, to get her brothers to force him to marry her, which they’d done quick enough; but that had not put an end to the talk of hanging, at least not from Warren.

And yet she understood Warren’s side of it, too. Her brothers had despised the English even before the War of 1812, because of the English blockade of Europe that had cost the Skylark line so many of their established trade routes. Then there were also the numerous Skylark ships that had been stopped and boarded when the English were arbitrarily searching for deserters to fill their ranks. Warren bore a small scar on his left cheek from one of those forced boardings, when the English had insisted on confiscating several of his crew and he’d tried to prevent it.


No, none of her brothers bore any love for the English, and the war had just made those sentiments worse. So it was no wonder they felt that James Malory, an English viscount, once the most notorious rake in London, and an ex-pirate, wasn’t good enough for their only sister. If she didn’t love her husband to distraction, they would never have left her in his care when they finally located them in London. And James knew that, which was just another reason he’d never be completely amicable to her brothers.

But she and James weren’t going to speak of it anymore tonight. It was a very touchy subject just now, and James and Georgina had learned to keep touchy subjects out of the bedroom. Not that they couldn’t have a rousing fight in that particular room, or in any other room for that matter. But in the bedroom they tended to get distracted, which sort of took the steam out of a good argument.

They’d just finished being distracted, very pleasantly so, and James was still holding Georgina in his arms and every so often nibbling on a patch of bare skin, which promised they would soon be distracted again. She found it amusing, outrageously funny actually, that James and his brother Anthony, both reformed rakes of the worst sort, both told to abstain from lovemaking in the last stages of their wives’ pregnancies, both found it a delightful joke to let it be assumed by friend and family alike that they were following doctor’s orders, but abhorring the deprivation.

Even James’s son, Jeremy, had been fooled and was heard to offer the supportive words, “Well, hell’s bells, what’s two weeks when we used to be at sea for much longer between ports?”

What was funniest about that was that Jeremy, fast following in his father’s footsteps, ought to know better. He should have realized that two such masters of all things sensual, as both James and Anthony were, would know how to get around the doctor’s dictate to satisfy themselves and their wives in other ways.

James had enjoyed the pretense, however, of appearing touchy in the extreme, just as Anthony had before him, at least until the letter arrived from America. Now there was no pretense at all to James’s black mood, which no one was immune to, not when his satirical wit could lacerate so indiscriminately and with such deadly accuracy. Georgina had felt a few barbs herself, but she’d long ago figured out the perfect way to retaliate, by not retaliating at all, which drove her dear husband mad with vexation.

He wasn’t vexed at the moment. He wasn’t even thinking of the impending arrival of his in-laws, which would have totally destroyed his presently mellow mood. James was a man most happy and content when his little George was within reaching distance, and right now she was very accessible. His hands idly roamed, as did his lips, as his thoughts drifted back over the evening and the ball they’d attended.

A bloody ball, something he wouldn’t have been caught dead at before he married, yet he supposed he had to make some allowances to the matrimonial state. The elders, as he and Anthony called their older brothers, had insisted he attend, though that wouldn’t have done the trick, since he never had obeyed their dictates and wasn’t about to start now. But Georgina had insisted, too, and that was all it took. He did so love pleasing her.

Then come to find he’d actually enjoyed himself, though that had had a lot to do with watching Anthony hem and haw and crack disparaging remarks about each and every young cockerel who danced attendance on their niece Amy, especially after Anthony had told him earlier, “I’ll leave this one to you, old man, since you weren’t around for Reggie’s come-out. Fair’s fair, after all, and Reggie caused me worry enough to last a lifetime, particularly after she set her heart on that bounder Eden. She wouldn’t even let me shoot the fellow, more’s the pity, and now it’s too late, since she married him.”

James had other reasons to dislike Nicholas Eden, than Reggie’s having married the fellow, but that was another story. She claimed to have fallen in love with him because he so reminded her of her dearest uncles, Anthony and James, which only made it worse in their book, because anyone like them just wasn’t good enough for their Reggie. But neither James nor Anthony could find fault with his treatment of Reggie, at least not now, though he’d really made a muck of it in the first year of their marriage. But now Nicholas was an ideal husband. That they’d never actually like the chap was a matter of principle.

Now here was another of their nieces making her come-out, and although James and Anthony had had no part in raising any of Eddie’s daughters, as they had Reggie, who’d lost both her parents when she was only two, Eddie’s youngest daughter, with her coal-black hair and eyes of cobalt blue, so resembled Reggie that they could have been sisters. It made a bloody damn difference. It certainly had stirred up Anthony’s protective instincts, though he’d tried to deny it. And James hadn’t particularly liked what he’d felt himself while viewing the dandies and young rakehells who’d fallen all over themselves to gain Amy’s attention. In fact, he had promptly changed his mind about hoping Georgina would give him a daughter as delightfully precious as Anthony and Roslynn’s little Judith.

“You awake, George?” James asked in a lazy tone.


“Me and baby.”

He sat up, both hands moving to the large mound of her belly for a gentle message. When the next kick came, it pressed right into his palm. Their eyes met and they grinned at each other. It never failed to thrill James clear to his soul, the feel of his baby moving inside his wife.

“That was a mild one,” she told him.

His grin got wider. “Then he’ll be ready for the ring at an early age.”

“He? I thought you wanted a girl.”

He snorted. “Changed my mind after tonight. I’ll leave the worrying over daughters to Tony and Eddie boy.”

Georgina smiled, knowing her husband so well she knew exactly what was on his mind. “Amy was exceptionally lovely tonight, wasn’t she?”

He didn’t answer that, but said instead, “What I want to know is, how the deuce did I miss it, when she’s been over here lately more’n she is at home?”

“You didn’t miss how lovely she is; you just missed how lovely she is,” Georgina said with meaning. “As her uncle, you weren’t supposed to notice that she’d filled out in all the right places, especially when Charlotte has had her wrapped up in those girlish, high-necked dresses right to the bitter end.”

His green eyes widened on another thought. “Good God, you don’t think Jeremy’s noticed, d’you, and that’s why he’s been so agreeable about escorting her about?”

Georgina burst out laughing, tried to swat him, but couldn’t quite reach him over the mound of her belly. “You’re impossible, James. Why do you keep attributing these lecherous inclinations to that sweet boy? He’s only eighteen, for God’s sake.”

Up went the single golden brow, an affectation of his that she used to hate, but now was so endearing to her. “Sweet?” he said. “My son? And eighteen going on thirty is what that scamp is.”

She would allow that Jeremy looked older than his age since he had gained his uncle Tony’s height, which put him a few inches taller than his father, and James’s broadness of chest, which made him quite formidable compared with other young men his age. But she wasn’t going to mention that to his father, who was plumped-up proud enough about the boy.

“Well, you needn’t worry about Jeremy and Amy. I happen to know they’ve become the best of friends. But then, they’re of an age, you know. She’ll be eighteen herself in a few weeks. I’m just surprised that Charlotte didn’t make her wait those extra few weeks before her official come-out.”

“That would have been Eddie boy’s doing. He’s a soft touch where his girls are concerned, which, come to think of it, isn’t what Amy needs right now.”


Georgina did a little brow raising herself. “Are you going to take a personal interest in this niece, too?”

“Not bloody likely,” he replied in one of his drier tones. “Boys are my specialty, don’t you know, and I’m going to be enjoying my newest son too much to be worrying about Eddie’s youngest daughter.”

Georgina doubted that, for she’d heard how seriously he’d taken the raising of Reggie, that when denied his fair share of time with her during his pirating days, he’d up and kidnapped the girl for several months on the high seas, which had got him disowned by his brothers for a number of years. But Reggie was the favorite niece, due to her being more like a daughter to them all, so maybe James and Anthony would leave Amy to her own father’s care and worry, since Edward had managed just fine with his other four children…Not bloody likely.

“Now that you’ve changed your mind about having a daughter, what if we have one anyway?”

He placed a kiss in the center of her belly and grinned up at her, though his tone was as droll as it could get. “I will endeavor to persevere, George. Depend upon it.”

She’d spend a great deal of time in bed while he endeavored to get it right the second time around, that she could depend upon.








Chapter 3




Just one block north of Berkeley Square, Amy Malory was finally preparing for bed. In the mirror at her vanity, where she sat brushing out her long black hair, she watched her mother, Charlotte, flit about the room, helping old Agnes put away Amy’s finery, clucking over a rent stocking, a scuffed shoe, the smudged pink evening gloves.

She’d been meaning to talk to her father about getting her own maid. Both her older sisters, Clare and Diana, had had their own, and had taken them with them when they left home to live with their new husbands. But Amy had always had to share someone else’s maid, and just now the only one left was old Agnes, who’d been with Charlotte since she was a child. Amy wanted someone who wasn’t so set in her ways, who didn’t do as much scolding and bossing as she did maiding. It was high time and…and Amy couldn’t believe she was thinking about trifles when she’d just had the most exciting day of her life.

Actually, there had been one other day even more exciting, a day she was never going to forget, a day she’d recalled again and again these past six months since it had occurred. It was the day she’d met Georgina Malory’s brothers and made the auspicious decision, quite shamelessly, to marry one of them. Nor had she changed her mind in the months since. She just hadn’t been able to figure out how she was going to accomplish her goal when the man she wanted had sailed back to America and she hadn’t seen him again.

It was ironic that what had made today most special for her, aside from the fact that she’d been waiting forever for this chance to join the adult world—and her come-out had been a resounding success—was overhearing Aunt George and Uncle James discussing, or more to the point, arguing about, the letter informing them that all five of her aunt’s brothers were returning to England for the birth of her first child. News like that had truly put the cream on the top of Amy’s day.

He was coming back.


She’d have her chance this time to dazzle him with her wit and charm, to make him notice her, because he certainly hadn’t noticed her the first time around. He likely didn’t even remember meeting her that one time, but why should he? She’d been tongue-tied and bowled over by what he’d made her feel, so she certainly hadn’t been at her most vivacious.

The fact was that Amy had matured a number of years ago in both body and mind, so this waiting to be taken seriously by the adults in her world had been pure frustration for her, and patience was not one of her virtues. She could be quite bold when she chose, and mischievously direct. She wasn’t the least bit shy or coy, as she was supposed to be. And she was protective of her family, at least, by keeping her shamelessly daring nature more or less to herself so she wouldn’t disappoint them with her brazenness. Brazen behavior was well and fine for the rakes in the family—and the Malorys had more than their fair share of those—but quite unsuitable for the females. Jeremy had begun to suspect, but then, she was inordinately fond of that particular cousin of hers, and since they had become such close friends, she didn’t always conceal her true nature from him.

She wasn’t going to conceal her nature from Aunt George’s brother either, not this time around. If anything, she was going to be her boldest where he was concerned—if she didn’t get all tongue-tied because of those disturbing feelings again—because of the time element involved. He wasn’t coming back to England to stay, merely to visit, so she wouldn’t have ample opportunity to work her wiles on him; she’d have very little time a’tall, and from what she’d learned about him, she’d need every single minute of it.

Finding out about her future husband—Amy was nothing if not confident that he would be her husband—had been a simple matter of becoming chummy with her aunt George, who was only four years her senior. She had begun visiting Georgina when she and Uncle James were still residing with Uncle Tony on Piccadilly. Then, when it was time to start furnishing their new house in Berkeley Square, Amy had volunteered to help with that as well. And with each visit she would subtly steer the conversation around to Georgina’s brothers so Georgina would talk about them without Amy having to ask any direct questions.

She hadn’t wanted her personal interest known, hadn’t wanted to be told she was too young for the man for whom she’d set her cap. She might have been too young then, but she wasn’t now. And Georgina, missing her brothers as she did, had been delighted to talk about them, relating childhood incidents and the pranks they’d all played on her, as well as some of the adventures and misadventures they had been involved in since reaching manhood.


Amy had learned that Boyd was the youngest brother at twenty-seven and as serious as an old man. Drew, at twenty-eight, was a devil-may-care rogue and the charmer of the family. Thomas was thirty-two now and had the patience of a saint. Nothing ever ruffled his feathers, not even Uncle James, who’d given it his best shot. Warren, just turned thirty-six, was the arrogant one, and the cynic of the family. A brooder, Georgina called him, and a cad where women were concerned. And Clinton, the head of the Anderson family at forty-one, was a stern, no-nonsense sort of fellow who sounded very much like Jason Malory, who was both head of the Malory clan and the third Marquis of Haverston. In fact, those two had hit it off surprisingly well when they’d met, obviously having much in common with so many younger brothers to keep on the straight and narrow.

Amy had been depressed for a while after finding out that, of the five handsome Andersons, and they were all quite exceptional in looks, the one she’d picked was actually the least suitable for her. But then, she hadn’t actually picked him. The feelings that he’d stirred in her were what had done it, telling her without the least doubt that he was the one for her. It wasn’t as if any of the other brothers had made her feel that way, or any other man for that matter, not even tonight, when she’d had the cream of society’s young eligibles clamoring for her notice. And to hear her aunts George and Roslynn reminisce about what they’d felt upon first meeting their husbands, Amy knew what those feelings meant.

There was no help for it, none a’tall. And she was optimistic enough, and certainly confident enough, particularly after her smashing success tonight, to feel that she would have no problems…well, just a few—actually, a great many—but they’d all be overcome as long as she had access to the man, and now she would.

“There, now,” her mother said as she came up behind Amy to take over the brushing of her hair. “You must be exhausted, and no wonder. I believe you danced every dance.”

It would be dawn in another hour, but Amy wasn’t tired. She was still too wound up with excitement to be able to sleep. But Charlotte would stay and chat for hours if she confessed that, so she nodded, wanting a little time to herself before exhaustion did take over.

“Knew she’d be a success,” Agnes huffed over by the wardrobe, her gray head bobbing up and down. “Knew she’d put your older girls to shame, Lotte. It’s a good thing you got them married off before this one come out. Didn’t I tell you so?”

Agnes didn’t boss just Amy around. Charlotte got her fair share also, but never complained or thought to put the servant in her place. Her freckles were faded, she was plump as a cherub, and her fingers weren’t so nimble anymore, but Agnes had been around for so long she was like family now, and that was that.

Amy sighed to herself. It was fine and well to think of replacing Agnes with her very own maid, but she knew she’d never do it, not when it would hurt the old girl’s feelings.

Charlotte was frowning slightly over Agnes’s remarks as she met Amy’s eyes in the mirror. She was still a fine-looking woman at forty-one, her brown hair untouched by gray, her brown eyes bequeathed to all her children except Amy, who, like Anthony, Reggie, and Jeremy, had the black hair and cobalt-blue eyes of an exotic slant that had been passed down by her great-grandmother on the Malory side, who was rumored to have been a Gypsy. Uncle Jason had told her once in confidence that it wasn’t a rumor but was perfectly true. She wasn’t certain whether he’d been teasing her or not.

“I suppose your sisters might have been a little envious tonight,” Charlotte said, “particularly Clare.”

“Clare is too happy with her Walter to remember that it took her two years to find him.” And her finickiness, or patience, as it were, had paid off, since Walter was in line for a very hefty title. “What has she to be envious about when she’s going to be a duchess, Mother?”


Charlotte grinned. “A good point.”

“And although I didn’t get to witness it firsthand—” Amy still resented that they’d made her wait until she was almost eighteen, when Diana had been allowed to come out at only seventeen and a half—“I did hear that Diana had quite as many young men fawning over her as I did. She just happened to fall in love with the first one who came knocking at the door afterward.”

“Perfectly true.” Charlotte sighed. “Which reminds me that we’ll more than likely be bombarded tomorrow, or rather today, with all those young hopefuls you dazzled at the ball. You really must get some sleep, or you won’t last through teatime.”

Amy chuckled. “Oh, I’ll last, Mother. I’m going to enjoy every minute of the courting ritual, right up until the man I want snatches me up.”

“How vulgarly put,” Charlotte clucked. “Snatches you up, indeed. You’re beginning to sound like James’s boy.”

“Well, hell’s bells, d’you think so?”

Her mother laughed. “Now, stop that. And don’t let your father hear you mimicking Jeremy, or he’ll have words with his brother about it, and James Malory does not take well to ridicule, suggestions, or good-natured advice. I swear, to this day I still find it hard to believe that those two are brothers, they’re so dissimilar.”


“Father isn’t like any of his brothers, but I for one like him just the way he is.”

“Of course, you would,” Charlotte retorted, “as indulgent as he is with you.”

“Not always indulgent, or I wouldn’t have had to wait—”

The rest of the words squeezed out of her as Charlotte bent over and hugged her tight. “That was my doing, sweetheart, and don’t begrudge me wanting to hold onto my baby a little while longer. You’ve all grown up so fast. You’re the last, but after tonight’s success, I know you’ll be ‘snatched’ up in no time a’tall by some fine young man. I want that, ’course I do, but not as quickly as it’s bound to happen. I’m afraid I’m going to miss you the most when you leave home to marry. Now get some sleep.”

The abrupt end of her mother’s confession startled Amy, until she realized Charlotte was close to tears, and that was why she hurried out, dragging Agnes with her. Amy sighed, aware of twin feelings of both hopefulness and dread that her mother’s words were prophetic. Charlotte was likely to miss her the most if Amy’s goal was fulfilled, since she would be moving to America, putting a whole ocean between her and her family, to be with the man of her choice. Until that moment, she hadn’t realized that it would have to be that way.

Dratted feelings. Why hadn’t they settled on an Englishman instead?
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