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        Mr. Darcy has lived as a fugitive for years... until the day he saves Elizabeth Bennet's life

      

        

      
        A carriage ride with her aunt and uncle Gardiner would usually be a most agreeable excursion for Miss Elizabeth Bennet. But when a highwayman ambushes them in the wilds of Scotland and leaves Elizabeth for dead, only one man comes to her rescue…

      

        

      
        Mr. Darcy.

      

        

      
        The enigmatic gentleman had been living in hiding, until a lady's screams tore his peace to shreds. Rushing to help, he finds a striking dark-haired woman who has no idea who she is. 

      

        

      
        He must find out, and return her to her family—but how?

      

        

      
        As Mr. Darcy's mysterious past catches up with him, the two strangers have no choice but to pretend to be a married couple. Sparks fly as they dash from one perilous moment to another.

      

        

      
        Will Mr. Darcy ever clear his name?

      

        

      
        Will Miss Bennet's memory ever return?

      

        

      
        And will their make-believe marriage turn to dust when the truth is out?

      

        

      
        Marrying Mr. Darcy is an epic sweet and clean Regency romantic suspense story, reimagining the lives of the main characters from Pride and Prejudice. It is full of intrigue, drama and suspense, bound to keep you on the edge of your seat all the way to the breathtaking finale.
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      Elizabeth leaned forward to look out of the carriage window. The passing scenery was spectacular. And so unlike Meryton.

      “I think Scotland might just be the most picturesque spot in our whole kingdom,” she exclaimed. “Wouldn’t you say so, Aunt?”

      Mrs. Gardiner nodded solemnly. “Yes, Lizzy. Indeed it is. The Highlands of Scotland have always been one of my very favourite places to be.”

      A red deer darted across the moor, making Elizabeth laugh with delight. “Such a dramatic landscape! And the way the heather almost seems to shimmer in the afternoon sunshine…” She trailed off, sighing. “Truly, it is a wonder to behold.”

      “The journey from London takes far too long, however,” her aunt added. “I only wish it were not so tiring.”

      “If only someone would move Scotland down to the southern portion of England, my dear. Then everything would be ideal.” Mr. Gardiner’s eyes twinkled with merriment. At that moment, Elizabeth’s uncle reminded her a little of her father, though they were not blood relatives. Each man’s warmth and lightheartedness were matched only by the other.

      Mrs. Gardiner nodded solemnly. “You may joke about it, Mr. Gardiner, but I would like that very much. Failing that, I shall settle for an excursion to Scotland every few years, and no more frequently.”

      “Even with the travelling time, it is an impressive place indeed. And we are very lucky that your brother’s family extended their invitation to our dear niece this time.” Mr. Gardiner patted his wife’s gloved hand. “How marvellous for Lizzy to see the Highlands for herself. It is an opportunity not to be missed.”

      “Yes, it was very kind of them. I am awfully grateful to Mr. and Mrs. Winterson for making me so welcome. My sisters will be so envious when they realise what a splendid time we have had in the Highlands.” Elizabeth’s face clouded over. “Although I imagine their engagements are distracting them nicely…”

      Mrs. Gardiner gave Elizabeth a sympathetic look. “Why, of course. There must be much to do. And for your mother, in particular. Quite extraordinary that all four of them will marry within the space of a single year, is it not?”

      Elizabeth smiled ruefully. “Yes, Aunt. It is remarkable.”

      “But a happy time, to be sure.”

      “Oh, of course. I am delighted for them all. The only unfortunate aspect is Mother’s constant refrain of ‘You’re going to be an old maid, Lizzy! I have lost all hope of marrying you off!’ and the suchlike.”

      “Ah,” her uncle said. “Yes. That sounds like your mother.”

      “I cannot help it if I have not met a suitable match yet. It is not for want of trying.”

      “No, of course not, my dear.” Mrs. Gardiner squeezed her niece’s hand. “You know, we ladies can do little to change our fate in this regard. Either the right man appears at the right time, or he does not. There is not very much we can do to influence the outcome.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” said Mr. Gardiner, with a wry glance at his niece. “I seem to remember we would run into each other a great deal during our daily walks, did we not? Those coincidences left us plenty of time to get to know one another.  It is almost as if fate received a helping hand in that respect.” He chuckled. “Perhaps ladies have a little more agency than we acknowledge.”

      Mrs. Gardiner smiled back at him. “Ah, yes. You remember correctly, Mr. Gardiner. I may have spent many mornings dawdling around the town square, hoping that you would soon be taking your morning stroll. And every day, there you were, right on time. Eleven o’clock sharp.”

      “I made sure of it,” said Mr. Gardiner, winking at Elizabeth.

      The two Gardiners shared an affectionate look. Elizabeth could not help smiling herself to see it.

      “But yes, Mrs. Gardiner is right that there is nothing to be done at this time, Lizzy. Allow yourself to enjoy your Scottish adventure. Besides, I am sure the right gentleman will turn up soon enough. And if not, I am sure your mother and aunts can assist you in finding suitable prospects.”

      “I am soon to be five-and-twenty,” Elizabeth said, a feeling of gloom settling over her like a heavy blanket. “Time is ticking away. I am sure my whole family is convinced I shall eternally be a spinster. And a burden on my mother, more to the point.” She sighed. “And I could not argue convincingly that they are wrong.”

      Mr. Gardiner shook his head. “Your mother is a worrier. Always was, even when we were children. She means well, I am quite sure. But she does get herself in such a tizzy about things.”

      Elizabeth shrugged. “But she is right to worry about this, though. I cannot dismiss her fears that I will be left without a husband, and wholly reliant on her once my father…” She could not finish the sentence.

      “Nonsense. You are a fine young lady,” said Mrs. Gardiner. “It is not too late. Five-and-twenty is a handsome age. There are many gentlemen in society who would consider themselves honoured to take you as their bride.”

      Mr. Gardiner nodded emphatically. “Yes, pay no attention to your mother’s dramatic predictions, Lizzy. You are yet young. Allow yourself to enjoy life without taking on your mother’s every fret and fear. We gain nothing by thinking the worst of the future, you know. It would suit most people better to cultivate optimism. Particularly young people, who have their whole lives ahead of them. Relish every moment of your youth, I implore you.”

      Elizabeth smiled at her aunt and uncle. “Very well, Uncle and Aunt. I will take your advice. Thank you.”

      They were right. This was no time to wallow in self-pity. She was still young. Here she was in Scotland, determined to savour every moment of it. She would redirect her energies to her trip, and stop wallowing in self-pity. Besides, she did not want her aunt and uncle to worry about her, when they had been so kind to take her to their Scottish friends’ house.

      She turned her attention back to the glorious moorlands beyond the window.

      The landscape of the Scottish Highlands was quite unlike the Hertfordshire countryside where she lived. There were no trees around, for one thing. No thick green hedgerows lined the carriageways here, and no wild dandelions, daisies, or primroses studded the fields.

      Instead, the landscape held a stark, almost bleak beauty. The look of it was both unfamiliar and fascinating to Elizabeth.

      As the horses cantered across the foothills, she watched fat white clouds drifting overhead. Though Scotland was renowned for its wet, tempestuous weather, it was calm and peaceful today. Glimpses of sunshine peeped out from behind the cloud every now and again, and the scene was altogether serene.

      The carriage slowed as it reached a bend. They had left the highway and were driving directly across the mossy moorland, which made the ride a little less smooth.

      Gradually, the driver slowed the horses to a brisk walking pace. Elizabeth enjoyed being able to see the wildflowers on the moor in individual detail.

      Her eye darted to a white shape strewn on a clump of heather. What was that? It looked oddly like a human hand, with a long white column trailing from it.

      As they drew closer to the object, her eyes finally registered what she was seeing. It was a single discarded ladies’ glove.

      “Somebody has dropped a glove out there,” she told her aunt and uncle, pointing to the object. “On the heather. Look!”

      “How peculiar,” Mrs. Gardiner said, squinting to make it out clearly. “My eyesight is not what it was. Oh yes. Is it a long white evening glove?”

      “I believe it is,” Mr. Gardiner agreed. “Now I wonder why a lady would have removed her glove on a carriage ride in the first place?”

      “Perhaps she was not in a carriage. She could have been walking across the moor,” Elizabeth suggested. “Maybe she touched something dirty and decided to rid herself of the offending garment.”

      “Well, perhaps,” Mrs. Gardiner mused. “But would a lady walk across a moor in evening wear?”

      They all agreed that this was unlikely.

      “I cannot see why a lady would take a walk in such a desolate spot, in any apparel,” said Mr. Gardiner. “We are miles from anywhere. She would have to be rather a brave soul to do it in the first place.”

      Elizabeth frowned. “Then yes, the lady must have been travelling in a carriage, as we are. But I still can’t imagine what happened. Why would she remove a glove and throw it out of a window?”

      “I don’t suppose she did,” said Mrs. Gardiner. “She might have removed it temporarily for some reason, and dropped it out of an open window in error.”

      Elizabeth considered this. “That is an odd mistake to make.”

      “Perhaps a gentleman took it upon himself to propose to her, and the lady had to remove her glove to accept the ring,” Mr. Gardiner ventured. “And she was so bowled over with the romantic gesture that she did not notice the loss until she reached her destination.”

      “Oh, what a lovely thought!” his wife said, clapping her hands. “Imagine, Lizzy! Imagine receiving a marriage proposal in a place like the Highlands. How heart-warming! Do let us tell ourselves that is the story behind the lost glove.”

      It did indeed sound terribly romantic. The kind of experience Elizabeth knew she would probably never have.

      She pushed the thought from her mind. Yes, marriage proposals and suitors were not something she was likely to see much of, and certainly not while she was staying hundreds of miles from home in the company of older relatives. But she would just have to accept it. If that was her lot in life, she would bear it stoically and not complain.

      And while in Scotland, she would enjoy herself, and forget gentlemen altogether. Eligible bachelors were too scarce anyway.

      She settled back on her seat, and resumed her appreciation of the beauty outside. It was truly glorious. The lady with the dropped glove had probably been transfixed by the view too. And who could blame her? Elizabeth mused to herself.

      How lucky she felt to be exploring this place, here and now. And especially on such a lovely afternoon, in the company of her kind and loving relatives.

      She would count her blessings. She would give no more time or energy to the things she was missing.

      But before they were even halfway back to the Wintersons’ house, Elizabeth’s mind began to wander once more.

      She found she could not stop contemplating the white evening glove discarded in the heather… and the mysterious circumstances in which the lady might have lost it.
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      The pale summer sunshine faded slowly into dusk. Elizabeth rested her head on the back of the seat, enjoying the sight of coral and azure clouds skating lazily across the horizon.

      “We should go back to Winterson Hall now,” Mrs. Gardiner said, laying one gentle hand on her husband’s arm. “It is almost sunset.”

      “Yes, indeed. Do not worry, Mrs. Gardiner. I believe the driver is taking us in that direction already. I instructed him to be sure to head for the house before nightfall, so he will have planned our route accordingly.”

      “Good. Then let us enjoy the return journey.” Mrs. Gardiner beamed at her niece. “All this driving has given me quite an appetite for dinner. Are you looking forward to tonight, my dear?”

      “Hmm?” Elizabeth snapped to attention. She had been quite lost in thought, transfixed by the streaks of colour in the sky over the hills. “Oh! Sorry. Yes. I am sure tonight’s dinner will be very enjoyable indeed. I believe you said earlier that there would be other guests, Uncle?”

      “Yes, I am told that the Wintersons have invited a very distinguished family from Stirling to dine with us,” Mr. Gardiner said. “We have heard very little about them, but it will be very pleasant to have some extra company. The more the merrier, in my view.”

      “Quite so,” agreed his wife. “And you never know, Lizzy… Perhaps they will have an eligible son to present to us.” She gave Elizabeth a knowing nod. “Perhaps he will be young. And handsome. And enormously agreeable.”

      Elizabeth chuckled. “Your optimism is adorable, Aunt. All right. They may have a son. But it does not matter if he is not pleasing to the eye. Or if he is disagreeable. Or a hundred years old. Or if the entire party is intolerable company. I will enjoy spending the evening with the two of you and the Wintersons, either way.”

      “That’s my girl,” Mr. Gardiner said, casting a proud look at his wife. “Let us leave the guest list up to our good friends. We shall have a hearty time regardless of the age or agreeability of any sons we may encounter.”

      “Well said,” nodded Mrs. Gardiner. She opened her mouth to respond further, but no sound came out. For just then, the carriage jolted sharply to a standstill.

      Elizabeth almost fell off her seat. She gripped on to the side of the carriage window, to steady herself.

      “What on earth?” muttered Mr. Gardiner. He pulled down the window on his side of the carriage and leaned out. “Driver? What happened?”

      “Apologies, sir. Thought I saw…” The driver’s rough Scottish-accented voice trailed off.

      “What? What did you see?”

      “He might have spotted a red deer wandering across the road,” Mrs. Gardiner whispered to Elizabeth. “I am glad we did not collide with it.”

      “A light,” the driver said. “Coming from up yonder. Towards us.” He let out a long sigh. “That’s what I thought I saw.”

      Mr. Gardiner’s tone was light, but slightly incredulous. “A light?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Is that all?”

      “A light’s not something you expect to see on a deserted road at night, sir. There are no houses around here. Nor any other travellers on this stretch of road. Nothing for miles around, see.”

      Mr. Gardiner paused to look back into the carriage at his wife and niece. He shrugged, turning to the open window once more. “And is the mysterious light something we ought to be concerned about, driver?”

      There was a long pause. At last, the driver cleared his throat. “No. My mistake. Sorry about that, sir. Back on our way now.”

      “Thank you.” Mr. Gardiner closed the carriage window and addressed his companions. “The fellow probably saw the glow of his own lantern reflected in a wildcat’s eyes, or something. There are lots of those on the moors, are there not? Mr. Winterson spoke at some length about it yesterday. Cats’ eyes can be eerily reflective in darkness.”

      “Yes, I’m sure you’re right,” Mrs. Gardiner agreed. “There cannot be anyone on the road at this hour. We have not passed another party of travellers all afternoon. I am quite sure we have this section of the moors entirely to ourselves.”

      Satisfied that the delay was only temporary, they all fell into a companionable silence once more.

      The rugged landscape was even more impressive at sunset. Elizabeth shifted in her seat so that she could look out of the other carriage window. As they headed for the Wintersons’ imposing stone manor house, she watched the long shadow of their carriage sweeping across the heather.

      The carriage bumped across rough ground, and Elizabeth heard the swishing of shrubs against their wheels.

      “Are we quite sure the driver has chosen the best route for our return?” came Mrs. Gardiner’s voice, in a soft but urgent tone.

      Elizabeth looked at her aunt and uncle. Both were frowning. She glanced back out of the carriage window and realised they had left the road. They appeared to be driving cross-country.

      “The driver must know a shortcut,” Mr. Gardiner said, in a breezy voice. But he tapped the roof and called the driver by name. “Townsend? Why have we left the road?”

      There was no reply from the driver, but the carriage slowed. It took some time to reach a standstill. Elizabeth peeped out of the window at the horses. They appeared to be having trouble lifting their hooves, as though the ground had become sticky.

      “We’re driving into a peat bog!” Mr. Gardiner’s face had grown red with annoyance. “What on earth is that silly man doing? The carriage will become stuck, and then what shall we do? Walk home? I shall tell Winterson exactly what I think of his driver.”

      “Perhaps the poor fellow is unwell,” suggested Mrs. Gardiner. She was always inclined to think the best of everyone. Elizabeth loved that about her aunt. But even Mrs. Gardiner’s face wore a concerned look.

      The driver still had not replied.

      Elizabeth squeezed Mrs. Gardiner’s hand. “Perhaps you’re right, Aunt. Perhaps the driver has been taken ill.”

      “I’d better go and see to him,” Mr. Gardiner said, reaching for the carriage door handle.

      As he stepped out of the vehicle and jumped onto the ground, they heard a squelching noise.

      “Good grief. This ground is sodden. We really are driving into a bog.” He took a few steps forward. “Driver? What is the meaning of⁠—”

      There was a loud bang. Then silence. Mr. Gardiner did not finish his sentence.

      Elizabeth and her aunt looked at one another in horror.

      “What was that?” Mrs. Gardiner whispered, her face pinched and white.

      Elizabeth shook her head, a look of terror on her own face. She could not even find words to express her feelings.

      Had her uncle been… hurt?

      Something very wrong was happening. Whatever it was, the two ladies were clearly in danger.

      But how could they escape? They were trapped in a carriage. A carriage which was slowly sinking into the ground, in the middle of nowhere, with who-knew-what outside.

      Mrs. Gardiner began to cry noiselessly. Elizabeth grasped her hand again.

      Still there came no voice from outside. All they could hear was the whistling of the wind across the moors. It had picked up its pace, as night fell faster and darkness seeped in all around them.

      “What are we going to do?” Elizabeth whispered to her aunt.

      The older woman just shook her head. Tears slid down her snow-white cheek, and she fumbled for her handkerchief.

      Elizabeth noticed her own hand trembled as much as her aunt’s. Both remained tightly locked together, the two ladies united in their fear.

      At last, there was a human sound from outside the carriage. Elizabeth thought it sounded like muttering. She nudged her aunt, and both women kept very still, straining to hear the words.

      Was that Mr. Gardiner talking to the driver? Elizabeth closed her eyes to concentrate on the tone of voice.

      She could only just make out a word here and there. Somehow, it did not sound like her uncle.

      Was the driver talking to someone else?

      If so, whom?

      Could it be a person with a light? The one he had seen, but assumed was a figment of his imagination?

      Why had Mr. Gardiner stopped talking so suddenly?

      There was only one explanation for it, and the horror of it was almost too much to bear. Mr. Gardiner must have been prevented from talking by whatever had caused the loud bang.

      Was it possible that he had been⁠—

      Elizabeth could not even form the words in her mind, let alone say them aloud.

      She did not get a further opportunity to try. At that moment, the carriage door on her right was wrenched open roughly.

      Elizabeth and her aunt both gasped, and jumped in fright.

      The first thing they saw was the end of a rifle, extending inside the carriage.

      “Out,” snarled a voice they did not know. “And be quick about it.”
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      Her heart pounded so fast, she felt certain the black-clad man before her could hear it. He ushered her out of the carriage with the rifle, his face obscured in shadow.

      Mrs. Gardiner laid her hand on Elizabeth’s arm. “Allow me,” she said, manoeuvring herself in front of her niece. Elizabeth knew her aunt was trying to protect her, and her heart almost burst with love and worry.

      The two ladies climbed gingerly out of the carriage, their feet sinking slightly into the soft ground as they stood. The wind whipped their skirts back and forth, causing them to billow and flap.

      The man with the rifle stepped forward from the shadows. Elizabeth looked up at him, her feet and hands already numb with cold dread.

      He wore a black cloth mask tied across the top half of his face, with holes cut out to see through, and a black tricorn hat. He wore the usual gentleman’s outfit of boots, breeches, shirt and jacket. All appeared to be of unexpectedly high quality. Yet somehow the cut of the garments was not quite perfect, as though he was wearing somebody else’s clothes.

      Perhaps he stole them from a traveller, Elizabeth thought, with a shiver. Perhaps that is what he does.

      She glanced around as discreetly as she could, trying to spot her uncle. He was nowhere to be seen.

      “What do you want from us?” her aunt asked the man. Her voice was thin and shaky, but it was obvious to Elizabeth that she was trying to appear calm and authoritative.

      “Money,” came the gruff reply. “ Jewels. Treasures. I’ll take it all.” He threw an empty leather pouch at Mrs. Gardiner, which hit her at waist height and dropped to the ground. “Fill it up. Now. Or you’ll be sorry.”

      He did not specify exactly what he would do to make them sorry. He did not need to. Now she had seen the rifle, Elizabeth could imagine only too well the hideous fate that had befallen her uncle. She knew the same end may be lying in wait for the two of them.

      Quickly, the two women took off all their jewellery and placed it into the leather pouch. Elizabeth slipped off her bonnet and removed the pearl flower ornaments from her hair, adding them to the collection.

      Mrs. Gardiner paused for a second, gazing down sadly at her wedding ring. The man jabbed at her with the shotgun. She slipped it off her finger immediately, dropping it into the pouch with an anguished look.

      “That it?” the man snapped.

      “I have a little money in the carriage,” Mrs. Gardiner said. “It is under the seat. I will fetch it for you.”

      “Don’t move,” he said, waving the gun at her again. “Driver! Get down here. Find the money.”

      Townsend stepped down from the driver’s seat, his face drawn and haggard. He had been gagged with a strip of grubby cloth.

      Mrs. Gardiner clapped a hand over her mouth, stifling a gasp.

      No wonder he was behaving strangely, Elizabeth thought.

      Her imagination raced to explain what had happened. When had the highwayman reached us? Could he have been the source of the light Townsend saw? Had he threatened Townsend with the gun, and forced him to drive us off the road?

      The highwayman tapped Townsend on the side of the head with the gun, and he yelped.

      “You heard the lady,” he said. “Money. Under the seat. Go and get it.”

      Townsend followed the instructions, with grim efficiency. He returned with Mrs. Gardiner’s velvet purse and handed it to the highwayman.

      “Good. And now let’s have a look at you both. I want to make sure you’re not hiding any more riches.” He grabbed a lantern from the driver’s seat and held it up. “Come here, one at a time. Turn around slowly. I shall inspect you.”

      Mrs. Gardiner walked forward tentatively. She raised her hands in the air and rotated slowly. The highwayman watched intently.

      When she had made a full turn, she stopped.

      The highwayman held the lantern up to her face, and she blinked quickly, dazzled by the sudden bright light.

      “I’ll take your shoes,” he said at last. “Calfskin, if I’m not mistaken? Always a market for a well-made pair of shoes. Take them off.”

      Mrs. Gardiner bent down and removed her shoes. She stood on the squelchy ground in her stockinged feet, looking straight ahead unwaveringly.

      Rage burned in Elizabeth’s heart at the man’s callous mistreatment of her elder relative. How dare he?

      “Now you,” he said, gesturing at Elizabeth. “Move forward.”

      Mrs. Gardiner watched closely as Elizabeth stepped towards the man. He held his lantern up again and peered at her. This time, his eyes seemed to linger longer.

      Elizabeth shuddered. She could see his face more clearly at this short distance. He had suntanned skin, and through the holes in the mask she could see the coldest grey-blue eyes she had ever seen in her life. They reminded her of the chips of ice which would cling to her walking boots on a January morning.

      For a moment, homesickness for Meryton overwhelmed her. How she wished she was back at home. She imagined herself sitting with her parents and her sisters before a roaring fire, talking and laughing with Jane, while Kitty and Mary bickered about card games or the pianoforte. How she wished herself there.

      The highwayman’s cruel mouth twisted into something resembling a smile. “Well, now,” he said. “What do we have here? Quite a juicy young specimen, it seems.”

      Elizabeth felt herself move backwards sharply. Her aunt had taken hold of her shoulders and had yanked her out of the man’s reach.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” he growled, pointing the gun at Mrs. Gardiner.

      “Leave her alone,” the older woman said. Her voice did not waver any longer. “Do whatever you will with me. But don’t you dare lay a finger on my niece.”

      Elizabeth marvelled at her aunt’s bravery. But she was horribly afraid for her.

      “I’ll do exactly as I please, you old witch.” He raised his arm and struck Mrs. Gardiner, causing her to fall to the ground.

      “No!” shouted Elizabeth. She tried to rush to her aunt’s aid, but was stopped by the barrel of the gun pointing directly at her forehead. It was so close now that her eyes could not keep it in focus.

      “One more false move from you, missy, and you’ll really find out what it’s like to make me angry.”

      The man’s voice was harsh and hateful. Elizabeth stood still as a statue.

      What on earth was she going to do now?

      “Now, where were we? Ah, yes.” The man reached out a hand and caressed Elizabeth’s cheek.

      She shrank back from him, repulsed. He laughed.

      “Well, it does not matter much to me what you think about it. You shall do as I say, and you know you shall.” He looked her up and down, and his eyes fixed her in their steely glare like a predator. “Shake out your hair. And remove your jacket. I wish to see your figure.”

      Elizabeth’s skin crawled with revulsion at the man’s lascivious tone. She was at his mercy. She was his prey. Nothing could save her from his evil now. She was doomed to be ruined, at the very least.

      And at worst? It did not bear thinking about.

      Before she could obey, she heard a loud screech. It was her aunt’s voice. But she had never heard such an utterance from her beloved aunt before.

      “Get away from her, you brute!” Mrs. Gardiner shrieked. She leaped from the shadows, swinging a branch at the man. Where had she found a branch?

      It collided with his shoulder, and knocked him off-balance. But it did not incapacitate him.

      “You meddling harridan,” he yelled, and raised the shotgun.

      Elizabeth’s screams of anguish almost drowned out the sound of the shot. But not quite.

      Mrs. Gardiner dropped to the ground, and could defend Elizabeth no longer.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth was all alone with the highwayman and the driver. All alone, with both her aunt and uncle lost for ever.

      The reality of it had not yet hit her. She was still operating on high alert, her eyes darting around the scene, searching for an escape.

      But she could not find one. All options seemed closed to her.

      She considered trying to untether one of the horses from the carriage, and riding off into the scrub. But she had no idea where she was going, and had no travelling cloak to protect her against a chilly Scottish night.

      The highwayman almost certainly knew the terrain better than her. He would find her. And who knew what he would do to her then?

      She looked over at Townsend, who cowered beside the carriage. He was still gagged. Flashes of light flickered across his face from the lantern, showing a heavily bruised cheek. He had been manhandled by this monster too.

      “We shall not be interrupted again,” the highwayman said, licking his lips. He reminded Elizabeth of a crocodile, preparing to devour its prey. “Do as I say and I will not hurt you. Well, not too much.” He laughed, a grating sound that set Elizabeth’s nerves on edge.

      She had to do something. She had to run. Anything. He might shoot her, but anything was better than just allowing him to have his terrible way.

      Before she could act, there was a loud rustling from behind the man. He swivelled sharply and lifted the lantern.

      Townsend had bolted. He had run into a dense thicket, where the lantern’s light could not reach.

      The highwayman swore profusely and ran after him, taking the lantern with him. Shots rang out, filling the air with their noise.

      Elizabeth was alone. Perhaps she would be unattended for a few seconds only. She had to seize this opportunity.

      It was now or never.

      She turned and ran in the opposite direction, as fast as she could.

      As she ran, her feet alternately slid across patches of moss, or sank into the marshy earth. She kept going.

      The highwayman shouted profane words into the night air. Was he still shouting at Townsend? Had he caught up with the driver?

      Or had he dealt with him already? Was he now in pursuit of Elizabeth?

      She dared not look over her shoulder. Instinctively, she darted left, down a darkened slope. She did not know what she would find there. All she knew was that it had to be better than the trouble which lay behind her.

      A slippery patch of ground upended her, and she landed heavily on her hip. She did not cry out, though the pain was sharp for a moment. With a concentrated burst of effort, she pulled herself up and continued running.

      “You will pay for this rebellion, lass,” came a furious voice from close behind her. “Stop this instant.”

      Oh no.

      Elizabeth tried hard to run faster, but it was so difficult. The ground was wetter and more spongey the longer she ran. She must be running into a peat bog. This was hopeless.

      “I said stop.”

      The shotgun fired. Elizabeth dropped instinctively to the ground, and the bullet whistled over her head.

      This was it. She was not going to make it.

      With one last surge of energy, she jumped up and zigzagged to the right. Soon, she would trip, and he would catch up with her. It was inevitable. He would seize her sooner or later, but she would not make it easy for him.

      Only she was wrong. He would not seize her. Not today.

      Instead, she felt her feet flailing in mid-air. Somehow, she had left solid earth and was falling.

      She dropped awkwardly onto a springy patch of bracken and tumbled head-over-heels, jolting down through scratchy shrubbery and sticky mud patches. Down, down, down. Her own screams filled the air, already sounding far away the moment she uttered them.

      At the bottom, she struck her head on something. The world faded then, and so did her screams.

      Silence and blackness swallowed her whole.
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      Darcy looked up abruptly from his book. His candle flickered.

      Had he really heard a woman’s voice? A woman’s cry? Out on the moors, in the back of beyond?

      Surely his mind was playing tricks on him?

      He lay the leather-bound volume on the table beside his armchair, and stood up. His border collie was already at the window, pacing agitatedly. Yes, Mackenzie’s unusual alertness was proof that something was wrong.

      Darcy listened intently at the window. If only he possessed his dog’s superior hearing.

      There it was again! A woman’s scream!

      It was far enough away that he was not sure of the direction in which the sound had travelled. But it was definitely real. He was sure of it now.

      He kicked the threadbare hearth rug aside and felt for the uneven edge of the floorboard. There.

      He prised the board loose, and rummaged around inside the dark cavity in the floor. The duelling pistols were still there, wrapped in a deep green shawl. His mother’s shawl.

      As he pulled one pistol out, it felt ice-cold against his hand.

      He tucked it under his arm and felt for its companion. Yes, the second pistol remained safely stowed. Good.

      Next to it was a long metal box, full of bullets. Well… almost full.

      He tucked the shawl tighter around the second pistol and pushed it further from the opening. When he had secured the floorboard and replaced the rug, he opened the box and loaded his pistol.

      Another female scream tore through the night, louder than the last.

      In haste, Darcy extinguished his fire. The ramshackle old building was well concealed by the hills and uneven slopes all around, invisible to passers-by. Still, one could not be too careful. If trouble was afoot, it would not be wise to leave plumes of smoke signalling the presence of his cottage.

      His head throbbed as he contemplated the risk he was taking. Wise, indeed. If he were wise, he would not run towards trouble at all. He knew that.

      But it was no use thinking like that. He could never leave a woman in distress. Even his own desperate need to stay hidden came second to that.

      “Come, Mackenzie,” he murmured to the dog.

      Mackenzie did not need to be called twice. He followed close at his master’s heel, ears sharp and attentive, panting with excitement. As Darcy closed the door behind them both, he wagged his tail furiously.

      Taking care to be as quiet as possible, Darcy headed across the scrappy patch of land which ran alongside his home. He could hear a man’s voice now too. Those deep tones had been inaudible from inside the cottage, but the high-pitched wail of the woman had sliced through the night like a hot knife through butter. The man’s voice, in contrast, was rough and staccato, barking out orders or reproaches.

      Whatever he was doing, he was not behaving as a gentleman should. Darcy despised him instantly.

      He stopped dead at the sound of a rifle firing. The woman screamed once more.

      Mackenzie growled.

      This time, Darcy was sure where the scream had come from. He turned towards the higher ground.

      Mackenzie began to dash towards the source of the noise, growling. Darcy called him back in a low voice.

      The dog looked beseechingly at Darcy, as if begging him to let him round up the bad man like a sheep. After a few moments, he accepted his master’s command and slunk back to his side.

      “Good boy,” Darcy whispered.

      Though he had called the dog back, it was not for the benefit of the shouting man. It had been for the dog’s own safety. “You must not run into the darkness when there are shouting men with rifles around,” he told Mackenzie in a low voice. “There may be many of them, and there are only two of us. We must be cleverer than that.”

      Mackenzie merely panted in response. Darcy expected nothing else. He was in the habit of talking to the dog, for want of any human companionship. But he had not become foolish enough to expect an answer.

      Quickly, he formulated a plan. If he could, he would locate the man and take aim at his rifle arm, while the woman escaped. One swift shot to the forearm would disarm the man and render him harmless, while Darcy attended to the woman and made sure she was all right. He would then make sure she was returned to her home, and leave her family to take care of her. A good job, well done.

      As for the man… well, Darcy considered that he might take the time to bandage the brute’s wounded arm before vanishing. On the other hand, his decision to frighten a woman with a gun did rather weaken any urge Darcy might have had to help him.

      However, Darcy’s plan did not unfold as he had hoped. Things moved far more quickly than he had anticipated.

      A woman appeared and immediately fell down a treacherous slope, more than a hundred yards in front of him. He watched helplessly as she tumbled into the ravine, screaming.

      Darcy broke into a run, with Mackenzie trotting a few feet ahead of him.

      She must have slipped on the soft earth above. The land became a waterlogged peat bog half a mile from here. Darcy’s cottage was on one of the last dry patches of land, fortified with stones and large boulders.

      Had she been hurt?

      The woman seemed to be uninjured throughout her fall, except for perhaps a few bruises here and there. But her landing was awkward. She dropped heavily to the ground, hitting her head on something and rolling  onto her side.

      No.

      Darcy sprinted to her, forgetting all about the risk of being seen. Landing on her head had to be very dangerous indeed.

      The woman lay sprawled on the ground, her eyes closed. One leg was bent and the other straight, and her arms dropped either side of her. Dark ringlets splayed out either side of her face, and she wore no hat. She carried no bag, and wore no jewellery or other identifying apparel.

      She had no obvious injuries that he could see. But she was not awake. That was a bad sign.

      Darcy was at her side swiftly. He took her wrist in his hand to feel for a pulse. Mackenzie sniffed her foot.

      The pulse was there. It was faint, but nonetheless was rhythmic and insistent. She was still alive. He gave a quick silent prayer of gratitude.

      The fall had been a shock to her system, and he needed to check if her head had been badly injured. To his surprise, he could find no laceration or bump on her head at all. She must have fallen onto a clump of plant roots, dislodged by animal or weather, and their springiness had saved her from a worse outcome.

      The shouting man had almost caught up with her now. He must have taken a safer route down the slope. His rasping bellow carried on the wind like an unpleasant odour.

      “Stay where you are. I am coming to get you. And you will pay for your rebellion, missy.”

      Over my dead body, thought Darcy. He felt for the pistol in the pocket of his breeches. It was right there if he needed to defend her.

      The man was still invisible to Darcy, however. Was it possible he could see them, but Darcy could not see him? He supposed it was. That meant he was an easy mark for the man to shoot. Both he and the young lady could be unwitting targets for the armed man’s rage.

      Darcy could handle himself. But the lady must be kept safe.

      He thought for a moment. Much as he would like to stay and teach the blackguard a lesson, he knew he would best serve the woman if he were to remove her from the scene. He had to take her somewhere to recover.

      But where? All he had was his own cottage. It would not be proper to take the woman there. One glance at her finger confirmed that she was an unmarried maiden. Of course, she could have been robbed of her wedding ring. But there was no indentation on her fourth finger to show that she had ever worn a ring there.

      The man was gaining on them with every step. Soon, he would spot them, if he had not already done so. Darcy and the woman were sitting ducks at the bottom of a slope. The scoundrel had an excellent view, a gun, and a clear aim at them.

      It was no use. Darcy would have to take the woman to his home. That was all he could do. Propriety would have to be set aside. He was all out of choices now. Desperate times called for desperate measures.

      Pushing aside his misgivings, he lifted the woman carefully from the ground, taking care to support her bumped head. Mackenzie whined softly at his feet.

      Darcy glared at him. “Quiet, Mackenzie. You will give the game away if you keep making that noise.”

      Mackenzie duly hushed.

      The woman was unconscious, but seemed to stir as Darcy lifted her over his shoulder. Within seconds, she drooped once more, like a life-size rag doll in his arms.

      “Come back now,” the man yelled. “Or I’ll shoot the rosebud lips right off your stupid face.”

      That was it.

      Darcy’s eyes narrowed, and he clenched the fist of his free arm. How he would love to teach that wretch a lesson.

      But the woman’s safety was all that mattered. Now was not the time for macho posturing or displays of honour. He needed to get her out of this criminal’s way, so that she could begin to heal from her injuries.

      As tenderly as he could, he turned around with her in his arms. Her head dropped back, and he caught it in the crook of his elbow. As he stood there holding her, he looked closely at her face. Her eyes were shut and her head was bare, lacking either bonnet or cap. But her breathing was regular. That was a good sign, at least.

      It felt very strange to be holding an unknown woman in such a familiar fashion. But today, he had no choice.

      A lady’s bonnet was snarled in a thorny shrub nearby. He disentangled it and wound its ribbons around his fingers, to keep hold of it.

      Taking care to keep her skirts from trailing in the mud, he turned back in the direction of his cottage. Fortunately for both of them, he knew the area well, and did not stumble or slip. He had wandered here sure-footedly without a candle many times. Often, he would take long evening walks with his dog to clear his mind before sleep.

      When he reached his own front door, he let Mackenzie go in first to check for intruders. Mackenzie sniffed the room speedily, then returned to stand in the doorway, his tail wagging. The cottage was safe, his cheerful face seemed to say. My master may enter.

      “In we go, then,” Darcy said, guiding the dog inside and closing the door behind them. He bolted it and pushed an armchair in front of it with one foot. After a moment’s thought, he decided against lighting a candle while the villain was still at large. He knew the layout of his home so well, he could navigate it easily in the dark.

      Now what was he to do with the young lady?

      Strictly speaking, she should not be under his roof. He was breaking every social rule just to bring here here with him.

      Would it make any difference at all if he gave up his bedchamber for her? Either way, her
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