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Chapter 1—The Tale of the Handkiss Highwayman
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As she watched her brother George snooze, Merrybelle Hales wished she had a grease pencil. His features needed adjusting. What would he need? Heavy eyebrows, a curly moustache, maybe even cat whiskers. Yes. Perhaps then would George be able to attract the attention of a worthy young lady. Ink would be better—more permanent, but might spill.

The movement of the swaying carriage and the lazy afternoon had lulled both George and their father Sir Phillip to sleep, leaving her elder brother open to victimisation. Even their mother’s head bobbled about as Lady Hales fought the sandman. Only Merrybelle remained awake. 

Two more hours until they returned to London. The carriage rumbled and bumped over the muddy roads. Some of the towns even had cobblestones, their nubbliness rattatatting against the iron-clad carriage wheels—the sound of civilisation. Oh, she was glad to be getting back. London meant the Season. The Season meant the Marriage Mart. London also meant Lord Alexander.

Her hand closed over the locket at her throat, her beautiful silver locket Merrybelle had spent years imbuing with magic. Other young ladies had their various charms—brooches, bracelets, even hairpins—which they infused with attraction charms or beautification charms, anything that would catch the eye of an eligible bachelor. Every young lady came to Town with one goal in mind: a good marriage. 

What else was there? What else could there be? They hoped for marriage not because their hearts necessarily yearned for love, but because the alternatives were not so pleasant. Governess? Merrybelle shuddered. Too many tales of that woeful life had reached her ears. 

Poor relation, whose life was spent roaming from house to house, the perpetual ‘guest’, never really wanted, but who couldn't really be turned away. Maiden aunt, loving and adoring children who were not her own.

Of all the alternatives, marriage was the best choice. Not every young lady was romantically inclined. They could marry for position or money (preferably both) and live a contented life.

Merrybelle wanted more.

Her parents had expectations for her this Season. They had their eyes on a most eligible suitor, her childhood friend Lord Alexander Rochester, Viscount Beckenham and heir to the Earl of Bromley. A longstanding agreement between the two families hinted greatly at a marriage between Alexander and one of the Hales daughters. Alas, the two elder sisters had not ‘taken’ to Alexander. Perhaps they, being closer to his age, still considered him the boy with whom they had spent summers.

Merrybelle had every intention of marrying Lord Alexander, he whom she had loved since childhood. If only luck had nothing to do with it. Unlike other young ladies who'd spread their magic out over several items, Merrybelle had spent the last several years imbuing only the one locket. To strengthen her chances she’d stolen several blond hairs from Lord Alexander's head, storing them within the locket and focusing its magic.

She rubbed a thumb over the locket's finely tooled surface. Was it her imagination, or did it warm every time he entered the room? She liked to think so. In fact, it felt quite warm right now.

The carriage slowed to a stop. The crack of a gun startled everyone awake.

“Stand and deliver!” someone cried from outside.

George, still groggy from his nap, said, “What the-?” He fumbled for the carriage door. Before he could complete the deed, it was yanked open. The muzzle of a pistol was thrust in, pointed directly at George's nose.

A man clad in a black cloak and hat with a black kerchief across his face threatened them. “Out.”

Poor George, still affected by sleep, fell over his feet as he descended. “I say,” he started, his ire rising. A pistol waved in his face shut him up. The fists he'd raised opened and his hands lifted above his head, as were their father's. One does not argue with a firearm. 

Could this really be happening?

Where was the footman? Didn't he have a pistol of his own? One never expected to use them, but one always travelled armed. And what about the driver? As Merrybelle exited the carriage, pulling her shawl close about her shoulders, she saw the man up on his seat, his hands raised. The horses stood still, for another black-cloaked highwayman of slight build held the bridle of the lead horse by one hand. His other held a pistol pointed at the driver. It didn't look too steady in his hands, but at that range, the driver did not wish to chance the highwayman's accuracy.

As for the footman, Merrybelle spied him on the ground, leaning on a wheel. He clutched at his shoulder and groaned. “Oh my goodness,” she cried and moved toward him. His pistol lay on the ground, and she couldn't tell if it had been fired or not.

“Get back,” the bigger highwayman shouted.

Merrybelle whimpered. Had the highwayman shot him? She couldn't see any blood. The highwayman had two pistols, plus a third tucked into a waistband. Still, there were only two of them. George, who excelled at the pugilistic arts, should have been able to take him on—pistols or no—and win.

What was wrong with George?

He leaned against his father. Indeed, neither of them looked well, clinging to each other for support. Surely they weren't so terrified they couldn't... No. Something else had happened.

The highwayman threw a rucksack at them. “Gi'me your dosh.”

The rucksack hit George.  He snatched at it, missed and tumbled to the ground after it. Sack in hand, he rose unsteadily to his feet. When the muzzle of a pistol waved in his face, he reluctantly gave up his valuables—his second-best watch and sixpence.

Her father, likewise, carried very little. No watch or jewellery to speak of, and only a shilling in his pockets. Lady Hales had but her reticule of smelling salts, a handkerchief and a small bottle of scent. This, too, went into the rucksack.

“I want yer shawls as well.”

Lady Hales slid off her shawl and placed it in the sack with a steely gaze at the highwayman. Merrybelle's shuddered hers off her shoulders and put it in the sack.

As the larger of the two black-cloaked, bemasked figures stared into his woefully empty rucksack, his gaze settled on Merrybelle. Oh, such a wicked gleam in his familiar blue eyes as they met with hers. Her heart thumped hard. What more could she possibly give him? She took a backward step into the protection of her mother.

The highwayman lowered his gaze. Her bosom felt as exposed as the bar matron's back at the inn. She couldn't help but cross her arms over her chest. She closed her eyes tight so she wouldn't have to look at the highwayman again.

“That!” he demanded. “Give me that!”

“No!” cried her mother, gripping Merrybelle's arms tightly. “You can't have her.” 

“Give me the damn necklace!”

Merrybelle's eyes flew open. “You want what?”

The highwayman didn't bother with words. He reached out with a gloved hand and grabbed the silver locket around Merrybelle's throat. He gave a yank, but the chain did not break. Merrybelle cried out as it dug into her neck.

“I say!” George declared. He advanced, but a pistol shoved in his face changed his mind. Sir Phillip put a hand on his son's arm.

“Dammit!” The highwayman yanked on it again, but it wouldn't give. Of course it wouldn't. Merrybelle had spent several months spelling the chain so it wouldn't break. She had worked so hard on imbuing that locket with the most powerful magic she knew; she didn't want to risk losing it.

Shame that tonight it had drawn entirely the wrong man. And it looked that she was to lose the charm anyhow. That chain dug so hard into her skin she feared he might pop off her head like a dandelion.

Caught up in a tug of war between the highwayman and her mother, Merrybelle called out, “Please sir! I will give it to you. Just leave me alone!”

The man released her locket and her mother stumbled back with her.

Fearing another attack, Merrybelle raised her hands to the clasp of the necklace—her fingers brushed against raw skin—and removed the locket. She flung it at him. “Take it and be gone!”

He caught it with deft fingers, lifted it up by the chain and let it twirl before his eyes. 

The locket mesmerised the highwayman. If their situation had not been so dire, she would have felt satisfaction at seeing him so drawn to it. He lowered it, but then brought it back up. Eventually he forced his hand down. He hesitated a moment, wrapping the chain about his fist.

He drew the locket up once more, to press against his lips.

His face softened. He moved forward. In a swift movement, he grabbed Merrybelle's hand. The chain, still wrapped around his gloved fingers, pressed into her skin. In an uncharacteristic token of gentlemanliness, he placed a lingering kiss on the back of her bare knuckles. He looked up at her, hunger in his eyes.

Those eyes! She had seen them before. But where? The cold air chilled Merrybelle's ungloved skin.

When that man had laid that kiss upon her, it tingled until she thought she'd lose control over her own fingers. Even after she was released, the electric shock spread up her arm, making her shudder. It was as if his touch had embedded itself into her skin, never to be washed off. Even flaying would not remove such an unpleasant touch.

Suddenly her parents fell away, the coach disappeared and even the trees receded. It was just Merrybelle and the Highwayman. Her whole body felt like it had dropped into an icy ocean.

The sound of an approaching carriage broke the spell. The highwayman shouted at his partner in crime, and together they melted into the trees.

Merrybelle sank to the muddy ground, consumed by her loss.

Her locket was gone. How would she ever attract Lord Alexander now?

~*~
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LORD ALEXANDER ROCHESTER watched Miss Merrybelle Hales across the crowded floor of Almack's, a hundred thoughts tumbling through his head, a thousand emotions warring in his heart. Oh, she was an elegant creature, years away from the gangly little girl he'd grown up with. Since the London Season began, he'd been inexplicably drawn to her. 

Was it just him? Even now, she had drawn a circle of rapt listeners hanging on her every word. Alexander drew closer. What was she saying?

Yesterday, on their way back to Town, the Hales had been robbed. Nevertheless, the Hales had seen fit to come to Almack's that evening (it being Wednesday), despite their ordeal. That was the first thing that bothered him. Was this action wise? Most ladies he knew would have taken to their beds in shock.

But Miss Merrybelle was not like most ladies.

A circle of silly young ladies surrounded her. Young men, not much older than she, also gathered about. Her eyes shone bright. Her soft lily hands moved in illustration as she told of her adventures. No wonder they were drawn to her. He stood outside their circle, almost afraid to get too close. 

Something was different about her tonight. She seemed so fresh, so innocent, so vulnerable—completely lacking in the Town Bronze he'd mistaken on her before. Had the robbery done that?

His gut instinct told him to gather up Miss Merrybelle and whisk her away from this too-public place. How could he protect her from the cruelty of the world? 

This brought him to the second bothersome thing; this robbery happened in Lower Bromley, a village beholden to his father, the Earl. For this, Alexander blamed himself. He shouldn't have asked Sir Phillip to check on his father on his way back to Town. If he hadn't, the Hales’ would never have been in Lower Bromley. 

And the third, most disturbing thing of all? His realisation he absolutely, positively loved Miss Merrybelle Hales beyond anything he had ever loved before. The thought of losing her to something as random as a highwayman's stray bullet shook his very core. 

That was quite a change from his childhood attitude. 

The Hales’ spent summers at Bromley Park, the scions of the two families thrown together. Miss Merrybelle and her sisters were girls, those dangerous creatures best avoided by boys. He had teased her then, and she'd given as good as she'd gotten. Perhaps he should call her Miss Hales now, the last of the unmarried Hales daughters. Nah. To him, she'd always be Miss Merrybelle.

The next quadrille started, but none of the crowd dared abandon her. Alexander drew even closer to listen to her beautiful voice.

“The sun shone down, illuminating the world in innocence.” Her voice dropped to a dramatic whisper. “We had some ways to go until we reached London when...

“‘Stand and deliver!’” she cried, startling the crowd. Lord Alexander jumped, the hair of his neck standing up. Her curls bounced with her energy. The nearer dancers stumbled as they looked toward her. 

Had anyone important noticed? He spied one of the Patronesses—Lady Jersey—raised a quizzing glass in their direction. She did not drop it, but studied the large knot of young creatures not dancing. Oh no.

Miss Hales continued. “The carriage lurched and the coachman cursed. I've never heard such words!” She managed a maidenly blush. Real or drama? One could never tell with her.

“Then the door of our carriage was wrenched open and a pistol shoved at us.” She held up her finger, pistol-like. “We were forced to exit into the dusty road.”

Alexander swallowed. The highwayman used a pistol? He had never heard of a pistol with previous Bromley robberies. Where did the rogue get it?

He studied Miss Hales' satin gown, pale and high-waisted. Had she the sense to dress warmer yesterday? Granted, today's costume was better suited to the humid and over-stuffy rooms of Almack's.

“There were but two of them to our three men, plus their pistols. We had none, for the footman had dropped his when first assaulted. 

“One highwayman held the horses' bridles. We had no choice but to climb out.”

“Oh!” cried one young lady—Anne Ashton? He hadn't had a chance to make many acquaintances. The Season was only a few weeks young. “The brute, for making you leave the carriage.”

“Indeed!” Miss Hales replied. “He was a vulgar sort, a common villain.”

At this, Alexander agreed. Something had to be done. But what?

“So he waves his pistol and demands we surrender our valuables.” Miss Hales cast down her eyes and demurred, much to the ladies' sympathetic noises.

A warm, familiar voice purred in Lord Alexander's ear. “Eh, wot's this?” A happy childhood memory flashed through his head. George Hales.

His good friend sported a big grin and an offer of refreshment. Trust Miss Hales' older brother to come through.

George held a glass of lemonade. One sniff revealed something stronger in the ingredients, no doubt smuggled in. The Patronesses strictly forbade any form of alcohol. Prudishness or wisdom, Alexander wasn't sure. He took a gulp to fortify himself. Oh, it burned! He handed it back; George could keep his demmed drink.

George's gaze roamed to his sister. “What's this, then?” He sipped delicately—something Alexander should have done.

“Your sister's regaling the ton with your adventure yesterday. Is it really as bad as she makes out?”

George shrugged. “Caught us napping, they did. Literally.” He hung his head in shame. “By the time I woke up, the cove had a pistol on us. Took everything.” He took another sip of lemonade before offering it again to his friend.

Alexander declined. “Did they get much?”

“No. Pater doesn't believe in carrying anything of value. Now I know why.” 

A suspicion nagged at him. “George, do you remember what the highwaymen looked like?”

His friend wrinkled his nose. “Not much to tell. They wore black cloaks, and had kerchiefs over their faces. Common caps, so nothing fancy. The one with the pistol was tall like you, but stockier. The other one was skinnier, possibly a lad.” George muttered. “Could have taken him out, had they not got the drop on us.”

Alexander's heart thumped. He knew someone as tall as himself, someone with a scrawny little brother. The lad would have been useless in a robbery; he must have been there for show. But the main culprit... Alexander's heart grew cold at the thought of him.

George regarded the gaggle of young ladies. “How am I to cut one from the herd so I may have the pleasure of dancing with her?”

“Haven't figured that one out yet, thus my lonely status.” Not that he had given the matter much thought. Lord Alexander hadn't noticed the other young ladies. His eyes had been on George's sister alone. As children, of all the Hales girls, he had liked her best.

Her dark curls bounced whenever she laughed. She never hid her lovely teeth. Her eyes sparkled as she held her own in scintillating conversation. She moved with grace and her clothes were impeccable. In short, an ideal young lady of fashion. Amazing what three years of finishing school could accomplish.

Yet there was a solidity, a backbone of steel to Miss Hales others lacked. While she could simper, flirt her fan and giggle with the rest, she did not do it to excess. Her conversation lacked the vacuous and thoughtless commentary the other young ladies offered.

Or rather, maybe not her age, for Miss Hales was nineteen, whereas most other debutantes were sixteen and some fifteen. Too young for Lord Alexander's tastes, but nineteen suited his four-and-twenty years admirably.

Oh, what a difference a few years made! Before today, she had not come across as a silly young miss, but had an indescribable allure that drew society's moths to her flame.

So what was up with tonight?

Miss Hales's voice dropped to a whisper. Lord Alexander leaned forward to hear what she said. George gulped from his glass.

Lady Jersey frowned through her quizzing glass. Uh oh. Not good.

Alexander took one tentative step closer, but turned his side to the crowd and faced the dancers instead. No good looking a part of that group. He cursed his empty hands. Why hadn't he kept George's glass of lemonade to occupy himself?

Miss Hales clenched her hands before her. “I thought we'd given him all we had, which I confess was not much, for who wears jewels while travelling? Then he pointed to my little silver locket and said, ‘I want that!’”

To this, the young women gasped in great horror. “Oh no!” one of them cried. “Oh, Miss Hales! You worked so hard on that one.”

“Alas.” The disappointment in her voice sounded real. Had the highwayman stolen something with great personal meaning? It's funny how the littlest trinkets could hold such value to a woman. They were terribly fond of their trifles.

“What choice did I have?” she continued. “It wasn't worth a bullet to the head. I shall have to make another.”

“Ooh,” squealed another debutante. “Did they flee after that?”

The others held their breaths. Miss Hales had them eating out of her hand. How could one person have so much power over so many silly little girls?

“No,” she answered. “There was one more thing left to steal.”

They all gasped. Even George leaned in, not daring to miss a single moment of his sister's drama.

“When all we had on our persons had been placed in his rucksack, he lifted my hand. I had thought he would take off my glove to see if I had secreted away any rings. But no, It was then, he stole,” she drew in a breath, “...a kiss.”

The group of girls cried out as one, blushing furiously and fluttering their fans. A few threatened to faint.

“I say!” George exclaimed. “Putting it on a bit thick, en't she?”

A rushing of jealousy filled Alexander's ears, drowning out the noise about him.

He kissed her?

He kissed her!

A tight feeling grabbed his heart and squeezed until it hurt. How dare he kiss her!

Miss Hales looked up. For a moment, their gazes met. A small frown creased her brow. Lord Alexander couldn't bear it. He broke contact and turned away.

Lady Jersey made herself known. “You young ladies are depriving many a worthy gentleman of dance partners. Disperse. Please.”

The majority hurried away, chastened. 

George immediately bowed to the nearest flustered miss, who accepted his invitation. Ever the opportunist was George.

Lady Jersey turned to Miss Hales, but she had departed quickly, silently during the confusion. When had she escaped, and why hadn't Lord Alexander noticed?

Thus, Lady Jersey's wrath fell upon him. She shooed him with her fan. “Dance. Now.”

A weak, yet familiar feeling nagged at his guts. His first thought was Merrybelle. But when he turned, he did not find her, but another young lady, speechless and frightened in the headlights of his gaze. Her shoulders were drawn up and she clutched at a silver bracelet at her wrist. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

With another glance at the scowling Lady Jersey, he asked her to dance. Had they been introduced? Probably not, for the young lady accepted his offer with great embarrassment.

She did not speak to him as they passed through their steps, and probably assumed his own silence was mere propriety. His mind was not on propriety, but on Miss Hales. In the end, he bowed and thanked the child for the dance and bade her tell her escort (whomever that was) that he would be honoured to make her acquaintance, et cetera.

He quit the dance floor, for how could his feet keep time when his thoughts were whirling through his head?

Thus, he came to the fourth thing that bothered him about Miss Hales's story—her reaction to the kiss.

While she had exaggerated for the benefit of the audience, he noted how her countenance had changed when she described the kiss. Her mask of drama had fallen away, leaving her soul very bare. Her pulse had beaten against her lily-white throat and her eyes had softened.

She had enjoyed it!

Lord Alexander's imagination ambushed him. He could not rid his head of the image of a certain dark-swathed highwayman, his cloaks flowing in the breeze, drawing Merrybelle close to him and lowering his face to hers...

He shook his head and bolted from the dance floor.

Unfair! Merrybelle Hales was the best lady of the Season. He had every plan on wooing her properly (none of this procuring Special Licenses or fleeing to Greta Green!) and what happens?

She was won with a stolen kiss.

By a highwayman! And not just any highwayman. The worst man Alexander had ever the misfortune to know.

Of all the improper things. 

Alexander found himself at the refreshment table, halfway through a glass of undoctored lemonade, but in the mood for something stronger. Where was George now, when his friend needed him?

He slowed his anxious gulping and grabbed the nearest slice of dry cake. Alas, all the chairs in the dining room were occupied, so he set off to the balcony, where the darkness of night gave him the excuse of solitude to work out what had happened.

Many carriages passed through Bromley Park and Lower Bromley Village to reach London, but few bothered stopping, not when they were so close to their goal.

So what was it about the Hales that led to them being targeted?

A bitter thought crossed his mind. What if they had stopped at the Boar's Head?

That would explain much. The fifth disturbing thing of her tale made his head spin and spots appear before his eyes.

Alexander knew who the highwayman was. He had taken a great many things from Alexander when they were young. 

And now, he was stealing Miss Merrybelle Hales.

Bastard!

~*~
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MISS MERRYBELLE HALES stumbled into her bedroom around one o'clock in the morning. Oh, she was so tired! And to think that leaving Almack's at that time was considered ‘early’ by London Season standards. But to a girl used to country hours, it was late enough indeed.

Merrybelle had no lady's maid to attend her at the moment. Prissy, hired to care for both her and her mother, attended Lady Hales first. She would come to Merrybelle afterwards.

If she could stay awake that long. Oh, curse these buttons on the back of her gown! If only she could reach them, she could have undressed herself and been to bed within five minutes.

The Hales’ had taken a townhouse on Charles Street, just off fashionable St James Square, for the Season. Merrybelle's room had the good fortune to overlook the street. As she peeped out the window, she watched a few carriages roll along. Were they headed home, as she and her family had? Or, were setting out for more evening's entertainment?

Her sister Clarice had enjoyed a successful London Season last year. Clarice had met a baron's heir and they were married, quite properly, at the end of June.

The eldest of the sisters, Elizabeth, had been married these three years past and had given her husband two children already. Their brother, George, a year younger than Elizabeth, had yet to find a wife. He'd accompanied them to London, as he'd done the past two years. Dreadfully unfair that he could go for several Seasons without finding a wife and still be considered 'eligible'. In faith, he could do this for the next ten years before anyone started raising eyebrows.

Both sisters had written copious letters to Merrybelle about their Seasons, so she had a pretty good idea what was to happen. ‘Frightfully dull’, they had reported.

But until she came to London herself, she had no idea how ignorant she had been. The schoolgirl in her had thought Society's entertainments would have been like the tepid little tea parties Lady Hales hosted for the local gentry's daughters. She had not expected the full-blown affairs her sisters had, quite wrongfully, described as ‘dull’.

Merrybelle didn't bother to stifle her yawn. She had been hiding them all evening. Yes, it had been an exciting night, but she had not yet gotten used to the new pace. Visiting Grandmamma in her illness for a week had not helped one jot.

Merrybelle stretched and came away from the window. Forget Prissy! She kicked off her slippers and flopped onto the bed, face down, fully dressed.

Still, she'd comported herself admirably earlier at Almack's. Even her mother had been pleased with her social success tonight—so many attentive young men.

“Your task is two-fold,” Lady Hales had charged Merrybelle on their first day in London. “First, show you are the best daughter your father could have, and second, secure a good husband.”

Merrybelle had called her on that one. “Indeed I shall not worry about that second one. I aim very much to have fun.”

Her mother had gasped. “The real purpose for attending the Season is not to have fun, but to marry well.”

“And have you not already arranged such a match? Is it not already a done deal?” Of course, they expected her to marry Lord Alexander.

Her mother's mouth had worked silently over this one. “Until he makes you an offer, it is not a 'done deal' as you put it. He didn't offer for your sisters. We can only hope he offers for you.”

“Well then, until he does, I shall have fun.” Indeed. Merrybelle had no objection to that.

And yes, despite her mother's advice and fears, Merrybelle had had fun that first week of the Season, attending her Come Out ball with five other debutantes, then bouncing from party to rout to crush to musicale and supper and theatre and more, night after night after night. She had sparkled, conversed well, displayed fine wit, even flirted a little. She danced and supped and stifled yawns as the parties pressed into the wee hours.

Her charmed locket did its work, drawing all sorts of eligible young men to her side. Naturally, Lord Alexander was among them, though he had hung back when his competition exceeded a handful of men. How odd. Not for the first time, she wondered about the wisdom of placing several strands of his hair inside. Had something gone wrong with her charm? Should he not have been irresistibly drawn to her, even shoving his competition out of the way?

Or could it be something entirely out of her control? 

What if he was not interested in her? He certainly had shown no interest in Elizabeth or Clarice. 

Merrybelle wanted to know. Perhaps George could shed some light on the matter?

They had been in London for four whole weeks before pressing family business called them home. Her grandmother had had a stroke and was not expected to live out the night, or so the letter said. Yet when they rushed back home, they found Sir Phillip's mother in better-than-expected form, although she'd lost nearly all use of her left arm and leg.

It was with this close call that Lady Hales hurried them back to London, for should her mother-in-law collapse again, it could very well kill her. Then the family would have to enter mourning and quit London. So much for Merrybelle's chances of marriage that Season to Lord Alexander or anyone else for that matter.

Her mother fretted the whole journey back. Sir Phillip took it in stride. “He'll offer for her. He always liked her best.”

Then they were belayed by highwaymen.

Not that the thieves got much. The Hales carried very little when traveling. There would have been more money, had her mother not insisted they stop back in the last village so she could relieve herself. They'd paused at a little tavern called the Boar's Head. It was clean enough for such a place, though the blowsy woman behind the bar lacked in any form of manner.

She could have been pretty once, but her beauty had long since faded. She wore her charms outwardly; so many that they tinkled against each other as she moved. Cheap bangles, shabby pendants, and tawdry strings of beads decorated her neck. Merrybelle felt the waves of magic off the charms, not that it affected her, as she was not the target of the bar matron's charm. Merrybelle's first impression was that of a gypsy, landless and desperate.

So while Lady Hales took her time in the necessary outbuildings in the back, Merrybelle watched her father and George relieve the over-charmed bar matron of a few tankards of ale. Even a few were sent out to the coachmen. No doubt, Sir Phillip and George would have emptied more, had the bar matron not struck up a conversation.

“Indeed, headed back to London,” her father confided. “Have me another daughter to unload on the Marriage Mart.” He gestured rather commonly towards Merrybelle, who rolled her eyes. She couldn't finish her tepid lemonade; it tasted funny.

The bar matron was most attentive to the men. She leaned across the bar, the low-cut top of her gown gaping to display a voluptuous bosom, overblown by age. Merrybelle blushed most properly, but she could not avert her eyes. So much skin, and yet still so much hidden! She put a hand to her own modest neckline. Merrybelle would never dare to show so much, not that she had much to show, beyond her own simple handful of a bosom.

Her father was quite happy to talk to that lowered décolletage. “Won't be too difficult, as my 'Belle's got enough of a dowry to attract a Duke.” George could only stare at the uncovered flesh.

Merrybelle heard a small gasp. Lady Hales, having settled her skirts and accounts, stood behind them. Her shocked sentiments were echoed in Merrybelle's own thoughts. How could her father speak of something as personal as a dowry to such a common woman?

The size of single young ladies' dowries was no secret in Society. Still, one did not talk of them openly. Such talk was considered vulgar. What was he thinking? Her gaze narrowed on a few of the charms. 

The bar matron, forty years old, if she was a day, reached out a finger and drew a line down the front of her father's jacket. “For such a fine gennulmun such as yerself, you'll have no problems marrying the chit off.”

Merrybelle's nose wrinkled at not only the thought of someone that woman's age flirting with him, but the fact that her father ate it up. 

Her mother cleared her throat. “Sir Phillip, we must depart if we wish to reach London before sundown.” Yes. Best to get the men away from such magic.

Her father startled with guilt. George fell off his stool, his ale coming with him.

Hastily draining his tankard, her father mumbled his thanks and dropped a coin to pay for their drinks and those taken outside to the coachmen.

The coin disappeared into the bar matron's hand. “Surely the ladies wouldn't mind another glass?”

Something about the bar matron bothered Merrybelle. She pressed closer to her mother, away from the bar matron's over-friendly smile.

“No,” her mother stated. “Our needs have been met.” Her gaze fell to Merrybelle's unfinished glass. She hesitated, then lifted it to her lips until the very last drop was gone. 

Soon they were on their way out of Bromley Park. George fell asleep immediately (what did he drink?) and her father drowsed a bit. Her mother laid her head back against the cushioned seat, eyes closed. Within five minutes of setting off, quiet little snores rumbled off her mother.

How odd. Unlike the menfolk, Lady Hales never truly slept while travelling.

Something grabbed her foot.

Merrybelle startled awake. Her hands gripped the bedclothes beneath her. Her dream dissipated. Her candlelit bedroom resolved before her eyes.

Prissy, the lady's maid, jumped back in alarm. “Oh, I'm awfully sorry miss. I did not mean to frighten you.”

Merrybelle pushed herself up on the bed.

Her mother never slept while travelling. Ever.

Prissy stood well back from the bed, her fists pressed to her young cheeks. “Please, miss.”

Merrybelle let herself slump back to the bed, then she pushed herself to rising. “It's all right.” She turned around so Prissy could undress her.

“You still jumpy from... you know?” Prissy asked as she undid all the little satin buttons down Merrybelle's back.

Merrybelle yawned. “One does not recover from such a thing overnight.” She let Prissy slip her gown over her head. “Still, maybe we should have stayed at home tonight, vouchers or no vouchers.”

The lady's maid untied the camisole tapes and the garters, but Merrybelle rolled her stockings off herself. That lemonade had tasted funny.

Prissy's hands awaited the stockings. “Maybe it were not so bad—I mean, after. I hear you was all the crack at the ball tonight.”

Merrybelle straightened, a limp stocking in one hand. “Where did you hear that?”

For a moment, Prissy's face froze. “I... I only thought... on account o' Her Nibs bein' so pleased at how well you did tonight.”

She rolled off the second stocking. “My mother said that?”

Prissy nodded. “She said as how everyone was talkin' about you, and how brave they thought you was an' all. You was quite the social success.”

As Merrybelle pulled her hairpins out, Prissy slid a stone hot water bottle into the bed. Her mother may have thought the night a triumph, but she didn't think so. “I didn't dance nearly enough dances.” Popularity was always judged by the number of dances one stood up for. Alas for her, everyone kept her talking and she only engaged in a quadrille here and there. “I was hoping...”

Prissy helped Merrybelle into her nightgown. “What? You fancy a fella?”

Merrybelle smiled, her eyes drooping from tiredness. “There were a few I liked. I was hoping they had taken me for a turn.” Lord Alexander had been there. Yet he'd kept his distance. Why?

“Aw.” Prissy let her hands fall. “Didn't they wanna ask you?” 

Upon further thought, Merrybelle said, “I don't think it was that, so much as that I didn't get enough time. Everyone wanted to hear my story about 'The Highwayman'.” How easy it had been for the two highwaymen on foot to halt and rob a carriage. Why?

Prissy picked up the ball gown. She gave it an excited hug. “It is a cracking story, with you gettin' kissed an' all!”

Embarrassment suffused Merrybelle's cheeks. “Really, it wasn't that notable,” she lied. A shudder ran along her backbone.

Prissy sighed in disappointment. “Maybe that, Miss. But if you play yer cards right, such a story may guarantee your success this Season, 'specially this early on. Make some connexions, get into the highest circles...” 

Merrybelle slipped into the bed, the sheets icy until her feet reached the water bottle. Prissy tucked her in.

The maid shook out the poor rumpled ball gown. It would have to be pressed. “Everyone'll forget—they allus do, but once you're in, you're in. You're lucky to have such a cracking story this early on. And not one that'll reflect poorly on you. Such stories are full of scandal, but you can't be blamed for this one.”

“Blamed,” Merrybelle muttered. Did Lord Alexander blame her for the robbery? Is that why he avoided her? Her heart ached at the thought.

“Oh, no Miss!” Prissy hastened to reassure her charge. “Ain't nobody breathed no word about you bein' linked with scandal. You're lucky. You hadn't lost your reputation.”

“No. But I did lose my best locket.” Her heart ached.

Prissy walked to the dressing table. She held out the chair expectantly. “Let us wind up your hair, Miss.”

Merrybelle groaned. She couldn't bear the thought of sitting up for another fifteen minutes while Prissy twined her hair in rags. “Not tonight.”

“But your curls!”

“Oh, use the tongs tomorrow. I'm tired.”

Prissy left her, not without a touch of gratitude. No doubt, she was tired as well. She blew out the candle and eased the door closed.

Oh dear, thought Merrybelle before she went to sleep. She wasn't sure which disturbed her more, the robbery itself, the loss of the locket, or the gift of and unwanted kiss.

The highwayman had been nearly indistinguishable from the night. He wore a black cloak that swathed his entire body. Upon his head he sported a wide-brimmed black hat—very old-fashioned. One couldn't see his face, for he also wore a black kerchief. But he could not hide his eyes. Oh, his passionate, expressive eyes! And familiar. They had spoken of his disappointment in the pathetic haul. Then they were filled with a wicked anger that burned so hot they seemed to sear the clothing from her body.

Then they changed into something else Merrybelle couldn't interpret. The eyes had raked her from foot to forehead, before settling on her locket. Then she knew what that look was. Lust.

She had flung the locket at him, because his gaze made her squirm. What more could he want from her?

He wanted something. He had lifted her hand to his lips. Oh, how that kiss burned her hand. When the highwayman looked up, she saw avarice in his eyes and more. He wanted not just her locket, but the skin beneath it.

He wanted her. And not in a good way.

“Well,” she said aloud to the dark canopy above her. “If anything, that proves my locket worked.” Her words sounded hollow in her ears. Indeed, it had done its job and had drawn the attention of a man. Only problem: it had drawn the wrong sort of man; he wasn't attracted to her, he was attracted to her locket. Once he had that, he had scarpered.

Oh dear.

She had put months of work into that locket. It was the most powerful charm she'd ever made. Had it been too powerful? Its whole purpose was to attract members of the opposite sex, specifically Alexander. 

Merrybelle didn't look forward to crafting a new one. If she was to secure Lord Alexander, she was going to need all the help she could get.

Before she drifted off to sleep, one last chilling thought flowed through her head.

The barmatron. 

The beer.

Merrybelle sat up. That was no random robbery. They'd been drugged!

No wonder they'd been such an easy target.

Merrybelle lept from the bed. Her parents had to be informed immediately.
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Chapter 2—Bastardry at Bromley
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At the Boar's Head Inn, a guttering tallow candle lit the dingy back room. Only the moon's wan light through the tattered curtain offered further illumination. Xavier Mack, Bastard of Rochester, sat at the simple wooden table studying the locket. His mother, Roberta Mack, hunkered on the other side, poking through the bag of her son's loot. His brother Dully bounced on the bench opposite to him, eager to see the take.

“Bah!” Roberta's hand thrust the mostly-empty bag and its meagre contents to the filthy floor. “I thought you said you'd robbed the Quality! There ain't nobbut a few shillings here.”

Her hand had scattered the shillings, and they rolled across the floorboards. Dully, Roberta's not-so-clever middle son, leapt to the floor to scrabble after them. His spindly shanks gave him a spider-like appearance. Roberta aimed a kick at his scrawny backside to vent her anger.

Dully anticipated her wrath and scuttled out of the way. “Not m'fault! I din't wanta rob 'em.”

Xavier ignored his younger brother. As long as her anger was focused on Dully, Xavier needn't worry about it turning his way. Let her whine about the bag and its lack of contents.

They had robbed the Quality, no doubt about it. The fineness of their clothing, as well as the condition of their coach betrayed that fact. If they were so rich, why did they have so little money on them? Weren't the rich supposed to flaunt their wealth? Hadn't they stopped by the Boar's Head and flashed their coin?

He had what he wanted from the robbery. In the dim light, Xavier held up a little silver locket by its chain. It didn't look like much—a chit of a girl's trinket, but there was something about it that caught his fancy. It called to him.

Call? No, it sang. He heard its sweet tune even before he and Dully held up that carriage. Otherwise, the robbery netted very little.

Dully might be a touch on the slow side, but he did have a money sense. Could sniff it out a mile away, he could. His younger brother hadn't wanted to hold up the carriage. Said it wasn't worth it. And he was right. The take was singularly unspectacular. If he'd listened to Dully, they would have let this carriage pass right by. But Xavier had felt something. It itched at the back of his head. He had to see what it was.

And sure enough, on the neck of that tasty young thing was this locket. His locket. When he saw it, he knew it was for him. To thank her for taking such good care of his property, he kissed her hand as a proper gennulman should, staring deep into her eyes so she would know who was the master here. The chit was so cowed; she’d stepped back and stopped her protesting like a good little girl. Yeah. He'd put her in her place.

And he'd gotten what he wanted.

“What's that?” his mother Roberta demanded.

Xavier caught the locket up in his hand. “Nobbut.”

“Give it me.” She reached across the table.

He moved out of her reach. “None o' your business.”

Roberta raised her blowsy form, aging bosoms wobbling against her bodice. “I want to see it now!” Her clawed nails raked against his arm as he moved from her grasp. He backed up, sending his chair scooting across the floorboards. Dully slunk into the far corner, letting his gangly form melt into invisibility. 

Roberta shoved the table out of the way. “You have summat. What is it?”

There it went, her temper. With a shriek of rage at his defiance, Roberta fought her son for the treasure in his fist.

Xavier refused to give up the locket. It was his. It sang to him and only him. No way would he give it up to his mother. She would hock it at a pawn shop in Lewisham, or sell to the wandering tinkers who moved through Bromley.

It was his.

And nobody was going to take it away from him.

He punched his mother in the face, sending her reeling. “I've got nobbut for you!”

That stilled her. She crouched on the floor, scraggly hair and hands covering her face. A silent sob caused her body to shudder once. She stood, wiping at her tears, snot and a spot of blood with her skirt hem. “Then if you've got nobbut, you'd better go out and get summat. You think I want to live in the back of an alehouse forever?”

Xavier sniffed. He clenched his fist around the locket and pressed it to his chest. As far as he was concerned, his mother was going to stay here until the day she died. As soon as money came in, down her gullet it went, for she could not resist the sweet call of alcohol. Yes, she would be here forever, until they dumped her dead, sodden body in the churchyard of St Peter and St Paul. Or maybe they had found a spot out in some field somewhere, and save themselves the trouble of paying for a funeral. It wasn't the first time any of them had secretly buried something somewhere. Probably wouldn't be the last.

Ah, he'd done his bit. Let the others pull their share. Amanda should be back from Bromley Park soon, no doubt with more pinched silver.

Then again, there was the chance she'd been caught. The more she stole, the greater the chance of discovery.

Roberta found a bottle somewhere and expressed her disappointment in its emptiness. She tossed Xavier one of the shillings from the take. “Why don't you fetch me a full bottle?”

He took the shilling, grabbed the empty bottle and left. The locket he tucked into his pocket. No way he was letting it out of his possession.

As it was late, the alehouse was shut. He slipped in through the back door and helped himself to the
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