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Yorkshire, 1812

Only a miracle could halt the wedding now.

Marisa Dunsmore whispered another hopeful prayer, though it did nothing to slow the carriage racing toward Westbrook Hall, the home of her betrothed. Soon she would have to abandon dreams of aid, divine or otherwise, but for the moment optimism was still a comfort.

She glanced at her brother Bernard, sleeping across from her, his head lolling in a most undignified fashion against the gold silk interior. He would be horrified to learn his meticulously arranged blond curls had flattened on one side, while his cravat was crushed beyond repair. Marisa bit back a grin. Since Bernard had refused every appeal to help her escape the wedding to Lord Westbrook, she would not inform him of his sartorial faux pas.

After all, betrayal did have its price.

They were still several miles from Westbrook Hall, though there would be no further stops, or chances to escape. Freedom had been so near at hand at the last posting inn. As soon as the carriage had stopped, Marisa had exclaimed the interminable trip from London had shattered her nerves, putting her in dire need of the necessary. She had clapped a hand over her mouth and run to the back of the inn. Once there, she detoured for the stables, ready to borrow one of the horses awaiting its turn in the traces. She reached toward the nearest mount, her heart leaping with elation, until Bernard's hand clamped around her arm, a triumphant expression lighting his features.

Marisa closed her eyes, weary at the reminder of her latest setback, and what it meant for her poor Aunt Althea. She tugged her red wool cloak closer, though the chill she tried to ward off was not due to any deficiency in Lord Westbrook's carriage. In truth, the coach's only defect was its inability to speed her away from the upcoming nuptials. Was it too much to hope for a small portion of divine intervention?

A single gunshot exploded, piercing the stillness with a loud crack.

"Stand and deliver!"

The coach skidded to a halt, the coachman yelling out to the York horses squealing in protest. Marisa bounced on the bench seat, grabbing for something, anything, to keep herself in place. She flew across the carriage, landing atop her brother, her elbow slamming into the side of his head. Bernard sat upright, blinking as he rubbed the newly inflicted injury.

Marisa's stomach tumbled with excitement.

Her prayers had been answered, and so quickly.

She darted toward the side glass, eager to glimpse the highwaymen accosting them. The carriage lamps reflected little except her own likeness, and she was not at all interested in the blue eyes and unruly blonde curls mirrored there. She rubbed the glass for a better view. The moon proved to be a brilliant lantern, illuminating the dozen or more brigands as they galloped from the surrounding beech trees, positioning their mounts around the coach.

"It is fortunate Lord Westbrook insisted on covering his crest on the carriage door," Bernard said in a tight voice.

Marisa swiveled to look at her brother. He tugged the ends of his cravat, frowning as the ruined linen drooped even further. 

"Why should the crest matter? They have stopped the carriage regardless."

"You are quite valuable to your future husband," Bernard said, running his fingers through his hair.

"Do you think they will abduct me?"

"I apologize, poppet." He stopped primping and reached his hand to her. "I did not mean to frighten you. I can assure you that will not happen."

"Oh." Marisa sagged against the silk cushions.

Bernard laughed. "Any other female would be clawing through her reticule for her smelling salts. Yet, rather than being terrified, you are irrationally hopeful."

"I am quite serious about not wedding Lord Westbrook."

She could see he was ready to retort, most likely something he had uttered earlier, such as the maddening "You must marry some man, why not a wealthy one?" or the infuriating "I suppose you must insist on marrying for love".

Before he could incense her with the phrases again, the carriage door was thrown open, flooding the coach with the chill of a spring night, and the exhilarating prospect of freedom.

"Come join me under the stars this evening," a seductive voice invited.

Marisa's heart raced. Some deity had heard her prayer, and answered it in a most extraordinary fashion. She stepped forward, eager to set eyes on her rescuer.

Bernard's arm shot out and blocked the doorway.

"I shall descend first," he said.

"Of course," Marisa demurred, retreating to her side of the carriage.

Bernard's eyes narrowed. "Do not attempt anything foolish, poppet."

Marisa donned her most innocent expression. The widened eyes and raised eyebrows often deceived her father into believing she had submitted to his will. However, her brother had experienced it too many times to be duped anymore.

"I am serious," Bernard warned, but the corner of his mouth tilted up, spoiling the admonition.

Marisa fought off her own grin. "As am I, Bernard."

He studied her a few moments before vaulting through the open door.

She heard Bernard's boots hit the hard ground, followed by the highwayman's cultured tones. "Thank you for your cooperation, my good man. And your traveling companions? Have they been overcome by shyness?"

Marisa giggled. She had been labeled many things in her twenty years, but shy was never atop the list. "Headstrong" and "hoydenish" were frequent descriptors, as was "devil's handmaiden", particularly when she refused to agree to her father's demands.

Such as his insistence on this wedding to Lord Westbrook, a man twice her age.

She placed a gloved hand at the opening of the carriage, her stomach fluttering with renewed optimism. She stretched her foot down to the metal step, but it had managed to disappear in the darkness, and she tumbled toward the paved roadway.

"Poppet!"

The highwayman sprang forward, before Marisa's own cry of dismay was past her lips. His gloved hands caught her at the waist, and in the next heartbeat Marisa's arms reflexively encircled his neck. Once assured that she was safe, the rogue should have placed her feet on the ground, and stepped away. Instead, he slid his arms around her, placing her flush against his chest in a very scandalous fashion.

Marisa's heart pounded, most likely with relief at avoiding disaster, though she had to admit her pulse raced anew at being held in such a protective embrace. She felt the muscled strength in the way he cradled her, yet it was tempered with gentleness, banishing any fear.

A hint of sandalwood rose from his warm skin, mingling with the virile scent of a man accustomed to doing whatever he wished with his life. It was a combination both exotic and comforting. For the first time in a long while Marisa felt safe, and she had to fight the urge to lay her head on his shoulder.

She closed her eyes, thankful he could not see her reddened face, or divine her wayward thoughts. He was a means to freedom, nothing more. If only Aunt Althea had not filled her head with romantic notions throughout her childhood. . .

The highwayman lowered her until her half boots touched the ground, and only then did he release his hands. Marisa nearly sighed her disappointment.

"I must thank you for preventing a most disastrous episode," she said.

"I am delighted I could be of service to you, Mistress."

The merriment in his voice caught her off guard. She glanced up, impatient to see this man who had been heaven-sent to aid her.

Her breath stopped in her throat. In the next instant, she could not remember the correct sequence of breathing, or how to restart it now that it had halted.

He was beyond handsome. Her brother Bernard was considered handsome, as were her other five brothers, so she was accustomed to seeing comely men on a daily basis.

This man was in a category of his own making.

His strong jaw and elegant cheekbones denoted noble bloodlines, yet it was unlikely a man of aristocratic lineage would become a knight of the road. Perhaps he had been born on the wrong side of the blanket, and his only opportunity in life was to take up this lawless profession. Still, he wisely wore a strip of leather to conceal his identity, though it did nothing to disguise his appeal.

His long blond locks fluttered, as if the light breeze found them as irresistible as Marisa did. His thigh-high leather boots, and the black cape which swirled around him, made her heart skip more than once. She glanced again at his face, to see amusement sparkling in his blue eyes. He tossed her an impudent wink.

Clearly he enjoyed her detailed perusal.

Her face heated, earning her a broad smile. The dimple accompanying his upturned lips completely captivated her.

The highwayman executed a magnificent bow, never taking his eyes from hers.

Delighted, Marisa sank into a formal curtsey, as though they were ready to commence a stately minuet for the entertainment of the brigands surrounding them.

"Come, Mistress.” The highwayman extended his hand to her, and Marisa took it, glad for his assistance. Her knees wobbled more than she anticipated when she impetuously responded to the highwayman's gallant gesture.

"Poppet, perhaps you should stand here with me."

Marisa glanced over her shoulder at Bernard, reading the unspoken warning in his expression. His mouth was pursed with annoyance rather than fear, so she dismissed his silent reprimand. She would not be dissuaded from her purpose.

"I should so hate to be deprived of her company," the highwayman said, his lips turned down in a mock pout. He kept her small hands in his, the twinkle in his eyes demonstrating he felt no urgency to release her. Marisa was in no hurry either.

"I can scarce imagine you stopped our carriage merely to clasp my hands."

The highwayman smiled, bringing a great deal of bliss to Marisa's heart when his dimple reappeared. He touched one of her errant blonde curls, seemingly enchanted as he twirled it around a gloved finger. Marisa felt her heart speed up once more, and she was grateful the cool night air soothed the heat threatening to overtake her body.

"Had I but known what a jewel resided in this coach," the highwayman replied, his voice a caress.

Bernard coughed, but before Marisa could investigate, the highwayman captured her full attention again.

"Perhaps I should receive a small boon in return for my heroic deed," he suggested.

Before she could respond, he turned her hand over, exposing the pale skin of her wrist above the kid glove. He raised it to his lips with infinite slowness.

Marisa's knees trembled, but she had yet to swoon in her short life. She did not intend to do so now, lest she miss the heady experience of being kissed by a knight of the road.

His eyes never left hers, daring her to call a halt to his audacious act. She returned his gaze, her breathing ragged, her feverish skin impatient for his touch. When his lips finally brushed against her, she closed her eyes and allowed the exhilaration to wash over her.

Why had she not been forced to wed a man such as this one? There would be no need for defiance or escape plots if her father had decreed this man was to be her husband.

A horse nickered in the background, diverting the highwayman's attention, ending the kiss much too soon for Marisa's taste. Her eyes fluttered open, and she ached to return to that delicious moment of pure sensation.

Bernard stepped forward to retrieve her, but a rogue with unruly red hair waved him back with a large pistol. Her brother frowned, unhappy at being bested by a young man whose menacing glare was accompanied by a rash of freckles.

Marisa turned to hide her smile, but the highwayman saw it and he chuckled.

"You have distracted me from my original purpose, angel." He brushed her hand with a quick kiss before releasing it.

"You have done the same to me," she replied.

"Indeed? And how might I serve your purposes?"

"Poppet," Bernard growled. He shot her another warning glance, but she ignored it as before. He had left her with no option, despite her repeated pleas. Marisa's future was not the only one at stake.

"I am to wed Lord—"

"Here," Bernard said in a rush, reaching inside his greatcoat. "Take these. They are all we have in the way of valuables." He extended a jewel case toward the highwayman. "You may have these so long as we are free to resume our journey."

Marisa gaped at her brother. He was a younger son, one of many in her large family, and not likely to possess jewels of any kind. The majority of his meager allowance was spent on ensuring he was in the first stare of fashion. How had he—

Realization knocked the air from her chest. Bernard could have utilized the jewels to finance a very comfortable life for both of them, preventing her upcoming nuptials. Yet clearly he had not been motivated to do so. His betrayal stung, for he had allied himself with Father, even knowing how desperately she needed his help.

The highwayman grasped the case and opened it. He stepped back a pace, his eyes wide. Surely jewels and jewelry cases were the norm, indeed, the raison d'etre, for a man who robbed the king's highways each night. Yet this man appeared as astonished by their presence as Marisa had been.

The rogue guarding Bernard raced to the highwayman's side, eager to view the treasure. Bernard clutched Marisa's arm, and pulled her toward the carriage. She twisted away from him, dragging her heels, determined to depart with the highwayman. He was her only remaining chance at freedom. She had to find her way back to London, before it was too late.

She curved away from her brother, but he was too quick. He tightened his grip and hurried her to their equipage, determined to leave before Marisa divulged her valuable status.

Marisa glanced back at her erstwhile rescuer, but he was transfixed by the jewel case in his hands. She opened her mouth to call to him, but Bernard propelled her into the coach, slamming the door behind them. The coachman slapped the reins against the mounts, eager to make up for the time lost during their misadventure. Perhaps the horses sensed the driver's fright, for the carriage bolted down the highway, leaning precariously to one side.

Marisa spied the highwayman in the coach's path ahead of them, oblivious to the danger speeding toward him. She swallowed her scream. Was this part of her dire future too? Not only must she wed a man she feared, she must also witness the destruction of this cavalier, the embodiment of her romantic dreams.

In the next instant, the red-haired brigand grasped the highwayman's cape and dragged him to safety.

Marisa's heart fell back into place, resuming a somewhat normal rhythm, though it would be a while before the pangs of disappointment subsided.

Yet another failed attempt at escape.

At least the knight errant was in no further danger. He would live to steal kisses from another impressionable miss one day. Perhaps, if she were lucky, he would include their midnight tryst in his memoirs, when he was in his dotage, recalling the stirring adventures of his youth.

She peered out the side glass once more, craving a final look at the dashing highwayman as they raced past. Their hasty departure twisted the covering on the carriage door, exposing Lord Westbrook's crest. The highwayman's eyes lit up with instant recognition. He looked up at Marisa, and his lips curved into the most delicious smile.

A heartbeat later, the darkness erased him from her sight. Marisa was once more racing to Westbrook Hall, certain she had imagined the entire escapade. She wiped away a tear before Bernard could see her in a rare weak moment, and report on it to their father.

Why had the Fates dangled the hope of escape in front of her, only to wrench it away in such a cruel, heartless fashion?

***
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Gabriel DeVault adjusted the leather strip around his eyes as he glanced down at Westbrook Hall. He had viewed the estate from this promontory many times over the years, memorizing every detail. It was an impressive home of Palladian design, with curved staircases of York stone flanking the main entrance, and statues from antiquity balancing atop Corinthian columns. The house was surrounded by acres of parkland, as well as parterres, and gardens of every variety, all designed to reflect the family's wealth and status.

Tonight, Gabriel saw Westbrook Hall in a completely different light, thanks to a chance encounter on the king's highways.

"Gilbey, I must thank you for preventing my demise this evening." He tugged at the knot of his cape, not quite able to find a comfortable spot. "Though your rough manner calls to mind a hangman's noose about my throat."

"I noticed you were a mite distracted," Gilbey answered, a wide grin covering his freckled face. "And that kiss you stole. I thought I might need help from the lads, to wrench you away from the young beauty."

"I paid her scarce more attention than the other ladies we encounter during a night's work," Gabriel retorted. "It was a mere kiss."

In truth, the angel's pulse had throbbed under his lips in a most entrancing fashion, creating an answering ache in his loins. Her rosewater-scented skin, and the gossamer curls, elicited the most delicious thoughts.

"Aye, a mere kiss. I can see you scarce remember her."

Gilbey's grin widened, but Gabriel chose to ignore him. His attention was centered on something a great deal more important.

Lord Westbrook's carriage rolled to a stop in the pea gravel driveway. Liveried footmen rushed out with torches to usher the passengers into the grand entryway.

Gabriel's breath caught at the sight of the blonde woman descending from the traveling coach, albeit in a more decorous fashion than when she had landed in his arms earlier that evening. His body reacted at that delectable memory, and he shifted in his saddle, disturbing his horse's grazing. The inky-black animal reared its head, snorting its displeasure. Its heated breath mingled with the crisp night air, creating a swirling fog around them.

"Come, Eclipse," Gabriel said, smoothing his gloved hand over the stallion's sleek muscled neck. "Surely you can permit me one more glimpse of Lord Westbrook's betrothed."

She was possessed of such an angelic demeanor, yet it was paired with an unexpectedly devilish manner. He could not help but be enchanted by her beauty. The pale blonde curls, unwilling to remain confined in the topknot she wore, coupled with the cobalt-blue eyes, were enough to distract any man from rational thought. The first time she smiled, his heart had ceased beating for several long seconds.

Yet it was the mischievous sparkle in those innocent eyes, and the utterly bold manner in which she had inspected his costume, which made him smile now. She had not swooned or fainted when he kissed her. Instead she had accused him of distracting her from her purpose. He laughed at the unexpected notion.

What could such a spirited miss want from a highwayman?

Gabriel reached into his boot for the jewel case. He opened it, catching his breath once more at the display of rubies, the pigeon's-blood-red gems given to the Westbrook brides for numerous generations.

The jewels brought an answering flood of memories: the carriage accident, his parents' lifeless bodies, the hands around his throat, choking the life from his ten-year-old body.

He returned his attention to Westbrook Hall. The carriage was leaving the driveway, heading for the mews. The bold miss was safely inside the foyer, most likely on her way to meet with her betrothed.

"Gilbey, return to the abbey. I shall meet up with you later."

The gap-toothed lad did not try to hide his skepticism. "You do not want to seek out another coach this evening?"

Gabriel shook his head, dislodging a blond strand. He tucked it back inside the leather queue.

"I have something else I must do first," he replied.

Gilbey chuckled. "The lengths you go to in order to steal more kisses."

Gabriel tightened his grip on the reins while Eclipse pranced and pawed at the ground, mirroring Gabriel's excitement. "I can assure you I have more in mind than stealing kisses."

Gilbey held his gaze, clearly wanting to say more. Finally his lips tilted up in a wry fashion. "The better part of valor is not questioning your actions any further?"

"Something like that," Gabriel said, returning the smile. "Say nothing to Jamie of what has transpired this night. I shall tell him upon my return."

Gilbey nodded, and shot him a quick salute. "Godspeed then."

Gabriel touched his heels to the stallion's flanks, and galloped off toward Westbrook Hall.

***
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Lord Westbrook reclined on the rumpled bedcovers with his arm across his closed eyes. Although he was just past forty, he knew his unlined face exhibited the innocence of a man nearly half his age. His trim athletic body, the envy of his peers, also belied the march of time afflicting his contemporaries.

He stroked the thigh of the woman laying facedown next to him. He considered indulging himself once more, pretending as he did each time that the witless female was someone else, but his body had no interest in cooperating. Her hair was light brown, not blonde. She was common, and fleshy, rather than elegant, and slender.

She was Daphne, a housemaid, not Marisa, the future Lady Westbrook.

"Come, Daphne, you lazy slut." He gave her buttocks a resounding slap. "Time for you to leave. Your mistress will be here soon, and you must prepare for her arrival."

She squealed her protest.

He pinched her, not a trace of affection in the gesture. "Off with you. I've more than had my fill of you."

Her dismayed response was interrupted by a circumspect knock at the door.

"Come in," Lord Westbrook said, patting back a yawn.

The butler entered, his eyes averted as Daphne scrambled to cover herself. The man's oft-broken nose twitched at the overpowering scent of opium and recent sexual activity, although this was not the burly man's first encounter with the potent combination.

He had seen, and done, much worse in service to Lord Westbrook over the years.

"Pardon me, my lord," the faithful servant said. "There has been a bit of trouble this evening."

"Trouble?" Lord Westbrook vaulted from the canopied bed, his nakedness forgotten. "What sort of trouble?"

"Miss Dunsmore and her brother were set upon by highwaymen."

"Is she quite all right?" Lord Westbrook grabbed a maroon silk robe and thrust his arms inside, nearly tearing the delicate fabric. "Where is she now?"

The lavishly decorated bedchamber was a blur as he paced, gulping one rapid breath after another.

If anything were to happen to his betrothed, before she produced his heirs—how could this be happening to him?

"They are both quite fine, my lord," the butler replied. "They have been shown to their rooms, and wish to rest for the remainder of the evening."

"Understandable." Lord Westbrook's heartbeat resumed its normal pattern. "It can be quite an unsettling experience."

"Quite, my lord."

"Make sure a posset is sent up to her. Something calming, and restorative."

"I have taken the liberty of doing so already, my lord."

The man paused, then cleared his throat.

"There is something else?"

Lord Westbrook felt the sharp edges of his anxiety returning, much as he tried to quell it. He could not allow his plans to be thwarted now. He had such an important task ahead of him: the founding of a dynasty. He would not let anything get in his way.

Not after he'd removed all the other obstacles.

The butler nodded toward Daphne.

Lord Westbrook cursed. He had completely forgotten her presence. He turned to see her peering at him with unabashed curiosity. She was not the woman he wanted in his bed. She was a convenient vessel, nothing more. The woman he craved, the one who would beget his heirs, was forbidden until the vows were spoken.

And he had come so close to losing her this night.

"Did I not say to get out?" he cried. "Be gone!"

"Oh, my lord," Daphne said, her voice breaking. She bit her lower lip, trying to keep the tears at bay. "Please, my lord—"

Lord Westbrook ambled to where she sat on the bed, the sheet clutched to her breast. She watched his advance, a crooked smile on her lips, and her hopeful expression was just what he desired.

He leaned forward, until his lips brushed against her ear. His voice dropped to a whisper. "You sicken me."

Her face crumpled. She scrambled from the bed, the sheet wrapped around her. She spun to look at him, as if expecting some sort of reprieve or apology.

Lord Westbrook waved his hand, in dismissal, but it made her flinch.

"Aww!" Daphne sobbed. She raced to the door and slammed it behind her.

Lord Westbrook laughed with genuine pleasure. The housemaid always provided a decent amount of entertainment. Lately, though, he wondered what it might be like to have a more worthy opponent.

"My lord," the butler ventured.

"Yes," Lord Westbrook snapped. He did not enjoy being distracted from his lustful reveries of his betrothed. Especially when lustful reveries were all he was permitted.

"The rubies were taken during the robbery."

Edmund's breath caught in his throat. "Those jewels belong to my new bride."

He needed those rubies. They were the visible evidence that he was the rightful Lord Westbrook.

Ever since his first, and only, meeting in London with his betrothed, he had imagined the moment he presented the gems to Marisa, on their wedding night. She would be wearing nothing else while he consummated their union, and commenced his long-delayed dynasty. His loins ached at the thought.

The solicitors had delivered the jewels to Marisa's brother, so Bernard could transport them safely to Westbrook Hall. Yet a highwayman had intercepted them, derailing his plans.

Edmund let loose a blistering oath. Was it possible his luck was taking a turn for the worse? After all these years?

"Have you alerted the constable?"

"Yes, my lord. He told me to assure you he will expend all his energies to see to their return. He also said he will do his best to increase his patrols of the roadways, but in truth he is stretched quite thin, thanks to the legions of robbers haunting the highways of late."

Edmund paced the Axminster carpet. He preferred things to go more smoothly than they were at present. What if—

No, he couldn't even consider failing at this monumental task. He had invested too much not to succeed now.

A discreet cough interrupted his musings. "Will there be anything else, my lord?"

"No, that will be all."

The butler departed without a sound, probably relieved to leave without experiencing the public humiliation suffered by Daphne.

Lord Westbrook shrugged. Her misfortune was bound to be broadcast downstairs as soon as the butler returned to his domain, but it did not matter to him. She would be leaving his bed in the near future, one way or the other, once his bride had plighted her troth.

Yet fear gripped Lord Westbrook's heart for the first time in almost two decades.

Was it possible the child had not died fifteen long years ago? Yet how could he still be alive? Edmund had taken care of the task himself, unwilling to entrust it to anyone else.

He had to put his mind at ease, and he knew of only one way to do so.
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Gabriel tiptoed down a darkened hallway of Westbrook Hall. At a sound, he paused in his stealthy advance, pressing himself against the wall. He adjusted the leather mask, grinning at the utter madness of this quest.

He did not worry about encountering a guard or sentry. Westbrook Hall was so vast it would be impossible to guard every wing completely. The house was secure primarily because no one would dare to breach the sanctity of such a place.

Gabriel released his breath. The noise was not anyone approaching; it was merely the sounds of an ancient house settling in for the long dark hours until dawn.

He recommenced his furtive approach to the bedchamber that had meant so much in his dreams. It was the haven he mentally returned to when waiting for justice became unbearable.

He rested his hand on the door latch, his heart racing. Was there any reason to open the door and have his dream shattered? Did he want to confront the dreadful reality—it was a simple room, nothing more, not a child's fanciful sanctuary?

It was situated in a remote wing of the sprawling house, so it was doubtful the room had been used in ages. In all likelihood, any traces of a child's bedchamber—not to mention his very existence—had long ago been locked away.

Surely Edmund would want no further reminders of the nephew he had so cruelly deceived.

Gabriel brushed aside the lingering ache. He pressed the latch, his other hand against the door, and opened it a fraction at a time.

He crept into the room and closed the door behind him, not even a click of the latch betraying his presence. With great stealth, he moved forward into the darkened room.

How much smaller it was than he remembered.

Little seemed familiar, except for the massive bed he had long ago begged his parents to drag down from the attics. It had served as a fortress against the imaginary infidels he had vanquished with a toy sword, as well as a hiding place when his tutor insisted on lessons unpalatable to a young boy.

Gabriel sighed as the memories swamped him. In their wake were fury and resentment at having his life stolen from him as a child. He hadn't expected such a flood of emotions, especially the renewed sensation of pain caused so many years ago by Lord Westbrook. 

He inhaled in an effort to restore his calm. In the next instant he caught his breath and held it.

Something had moved in the bed.

The room should have been empty, but he realized too late it was not. Remnants of a fire glowed in the fireplace against the far wall, and he could see now there were no telltale signs of neglect in the bedchamber.

Gabriel crept forward to see who occupied the bed he still considered his. The embers of the dying fire highlighted a young woman in deep sleep, a froth of blonde hair enveloping her. He reached his hand toward the golden silkiness, so reminiscent of the intrepid beauty earlier that night.

His hand stilled.

It was Lord Westbrook's betrothed.

Gabriel lowered his hand over the sleeping beauty's mouth, simultaneously waking her and stifling her scream. She clawed at his hand, her eyes wide with terror. She struggled to move further away from him.

Gabriel slanted forward to restrain her, pinning her down with his arms. He felt a moment's remorse at causing her such anguish, particularly when she battled him even more fiercely. Yet he had too much at stake should she sound an alarm.

"Ssh, angel. You'll come to no harm at my hand if you cooperate."

He leaned closer, intent on reassuring her further, but the softness of her warm body nearly distracted him. She tugged at his hand once more, trying to get free of his grip.

"I do not mean to harm you."

She raised her eyebrows, and he could swear her expression was an exasperated one. Instead of being frightened by his presence, she was signaling she found his tactics rather clumsy.

He felt the release of tension under his hand, and saw some of the annoyance leave her eyes.

"No coercion is needed, then?"

She shook her head to demonstrate her compliance.

"Why are you here," he whispered, "in this bedchamber?"

He lifted his hand, his eyes warning her of the consequences should she attempt to scream.

"I would ask you the same," she countered.

"I shall tell you my purpose once I learn the reason for your presence," he bargained, though not altogether truthfully.

"I meant to avail myself of some sleep," she muttered. "As you recall, I was beset by highwaymen this evening."

This time he could not halt a chuckle. "Well?" he prompted.

"I am to stay at my betrothed's home until the wedding."

The unexpected reply stopped Gabriel's heart for one beat. He had known she was to wed Lord Westbrook, but he had not realized she would be staying at his home, or rather, Gabriel's rightful home.

He grinned. Would Lord Westbrook find it amusing that Gabriel was comfortably entwined with the man's future bride?

The notion made his heart pound. After so many years wishing he could bring about Edmund's downfall, Gabriel had not expected such an opportunity to present itself. Yet, much as he wanted to, he could not implement his plot just then. He did not want to risk capture before he could commence the delicious scheme, and with the Westbrook rubies still on his person, he risked a great deal more than was wise.

He reached for her flaxen hair. She scarce seemed to breathe, yet he was unable to resist one touch while she remained in his arms. Her hair was as soft as down, and he smoothed the length of it several times. With each caress, he pulled her sweet body closer to his. Too late he realized it was well nigh impossible to rein in his desire for the brave miss.

He released his arms with the greatest of reluctance. "Mistress Angel."

She sighed, the soft hiss filling the now-silent bedchamber.

It was followed by another sound, this time from the hallway.

Footsteps.

Gabriel scrambled upright, his pulse racing. There was too much at stake should he be discovered here.

The footsteps resonated through the otherwise hushed hallway, tapping out Gabriel's doom. He turned his head toward the door he had entered earlier, gauging his chances of escape. It was too far away, and much too risky.

His eyes darted to the French door across the room. It was impossible to make it there in time.

The footfalls grew louder, more urgent, pounding in the same rhythm as Gabriel's heart. Whoever it was, they were close now, almost to the door. He could try to brazen his way past the visitor, or engage them in some sort of fisticuffs. It would permit him to escape, but it would also alert Edmund to his existence, spoiling Gabriel's newfound plan for revenge.

Seeing no other choice, he rejoined his angelic companion in her bed.

She gasped, although the sound was muffled by his hand once more covering her mouth.

Gabriel pulled her to his side. At that tense moment, he was unable to savor the sensations of her body pressed so intimately to his.

"Angel, do nothing that might give me away," he whispered.

Before she could respond, he dove beneath the silk counterpane.

***
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Marisa straightaway sat up, her heart slamming against her ribcage. The intruder was uncomfortably close to her nearly-bare legs. With trembling hands, she pulled the counterpane to her chin, creating a tent of sorts over her bent knees.

She could not comprehend what to do for a moment. She had not expected to see the highwayman again, and now he was hiding in her bed. She knew she could not sound an alarm, for to do so would end his existence, as well as her only hope of freedom.

Yet how could she possibly explain this man's presence in her bed?

She took a deep breath, her stomach fluttering with rising excitement. Each time she prayed for rescue from the wedding to Lord Westbrook, the dashing highwayman appeared as if summoned.

Her current predicament paled in comparison to waking with a hand clamped over her mouth, certain it was meant to still her screams while Lord Westbrook commenced the wedding night weeks before the ceremony.

How could she feel anything but relief when she realized it was not her betrothed accosting her, but the handsome rogue who had waylaid her carriage earlier that evening?

She stifled a giggle, just as the door was thrown open. Lord Westbrook stood there, clutching a branch of candles in one hand. His light brown hair was disheveled, and it appeared as if he had dragged on his robe with great haste. Not that she knew for certain, never having seen a man dressed so casually before.

Still, he marched forward, as though it were his custom to visit her each night. What had prompted him to violate propriety in this way? She had been assured she would have her own separate wing of Lord Westbrook's house. Her father would not have agreed to the arrangement if he had believed otherwise.

He meant to ensure his daughter was unable to escape the wedding. He did not intend for her to be assailed by her betrothed prior to the wedding vows being uttered.

"Is something amiss, my lord?"

His lordship regarded her with such undisguised longing Marisa felt panic stir once more. She had to dispatch her betrothed before he could act on whatever impulse had sent him scurrying to her bedchamber.

And before he learned another man had found his way into her bed.

"My lord, is there some reason—"

"I was in the hallway and thought I heard a noise," he answered with an air of distraction. "I became quite concerned for you."

At last he tore his gaze away and commenced a thorough search of the room. Marisa barely stifled a shudder. Her betrothed represented a bigger threat to her wellbeing than the interloper hidden beneath the counterpane. If Edmund learned her room had been breached by an intruder, he would place restrictions on her movements, making escape from the upcoming nuptials even more difficult.

"It sounded as if someone were prowling about," he added, whisking the damask draperies aside.

"A prowler?" Marisa gasped. "Here?"

She shifted in an effort to further conceal the intruder's form. Her toe came into contact with what could only be his ear. She squealed when a pair of lips seared the inside of her ankle.

Edmund whirled about, his eyes narrowed. "What is the matter?"

Marisa placed a hand to her wildly beating heart. "You f-f-frightened me with your talk of prowlers. It sent a shiver right through me."

"And well it should," he said, striding across the room until he stood next to her bed. "We could be assaulted in our own beds, what with bloodthirsty highwaymen roaming the roadways."

Marisa inched away until the headboard halted her.

"Surely highwaymen do not enter people's households," she countered, even though she had a highwayman hiding in her bed at that very moment. "I cannot believe they would dare to make such an intimate intrusion—"

A lingering kiss a fraction higher on her leg elicited another shriek. Marisa did not need to disguise it as fear. It was a timely reminder not to encourage her betrothed to linger.

She shivered again, drawing the covers closer to her chin. She also fought off the urge to kick the audacious man concealed in her bed.

Apparently her show of fear convinced Edmund, for his expression softened. Not for the first time Marisa choked back a tide of revulsion. She had no rational reason for such an emotion, yet it had not abated since their first meeting months ago. Lord Westbrook was a rich, well-respected peer of the realm. She only knew she could never be this man's wife.

"I can see I have caused you undue alarm."

He patted her hand in what was surely intended as a comforting fashion. Yet it was anything but comforting, primarily because it was his touch, but also because it was perilously close to the would-be rescuer in her bed. She leaned back to prevent any further contact.

"Perhaps it would be wise to return to London. If Father were to learn of the dangers here—"

Edmund's lips lifted in wry acknowledgment of her warning.

"That won't be necessary, my dear. Forgive me for rousing your fears while attempting to allay mine." He paused as if weighing his words. "You shall most likely be unable to sleep for hours."

Not when she was besieged by uninvited male visitors throughout the night.

"You are no doubt correct, my lord," Marisa managed in a prim voice.

"Well, my dear, try to get some rest anyway. We have much to do on the morrow."

Despite his words, he made no move to depart, so Marisa yawned with what she hoped was convincing vigor. He stepped away from her bed, gnawing at his lip. At last he headed for the door, and at the doorway, he bowed.

"My apologies for the intrusion."

"Think nothing of it, my lord." Despite the need to send Edmund back to his own portion of the house, a devil provoked her to add, "In truth, I can scarce compare it to an intrusion."

Her bravado earned her another quick kiss from the highwayman. Her heart fluttered anew, but Edmund remained unaware of her agitation. His lips lifted in an indulgent fashion, as though he was enamored by her brave demeanor. He turned away, and then departed, fastening the door behind him.

Marisa sank back into her pillows, closing her eyes in relief. In a trice, she scampered out of bed and locked the door, securing herself from further invasions, at least from that front.

She whirled around at the sound of the laughter emanating from her bedcovers. The interloper lounged on her bed, his head resting on one upraised hand. Her knees nearly buckled from his heart-melting smile; the devilish blue eyes peering at her left her unaccountably breathless.

She could only assume her reaction was the aftermath of her experiences, first at seeing the highwayman in her bedchamber, followed by Edmund's unwelcome visit. Yet she had never responded to fear in this fashion, and it made her waspish.

"What do you think you were doing?"

"Hmm.” He tossed the entangling bedcovers aside. "I think—no, I'm fairly certain on this point—I was nibbling on your delectable skin."

Her stomach plummeted, causing a tingling in regions of her body that seemed only remotely connected. How did he manage to cause such a wealth of unfamiliar sensations? Edmund had never incited such responses.

"You might have given yourself away," she chided.

"No, my sweet, you would have given me away."

"And well I should have," she retorted, knowing she was unable to do so. "It took all I possessed to retain my composure."

"A most admirable feat," he said as he approached her. "I must offer my abiding gratitude for your brave deed."

Marisa's gaze roamed the wickedly handsome man. He towered over her, yet not in the menacing fashion Edmund did. His smile was not a dastardly one, not with that dimple. And Marisa was certain real villains did not possess such startling white teeth.

Would a genuine scoundrel be the cause for the fluttering in her stomach, that unsettling feeling that something momentous was about to occur?

"Have you a weapon?"

His lips twitched as he reached into his boot. "I have this wee pistol, but in my profession, it is more for show than to do real harm."

Marisa watched as he replaced the gun.

"I do not possess the nerve to place the loaded thing into my boot, for I am dashed fond of my toes." His theatrical grimace made Marisa laugh. "And you could be safe in the next shire in the time it would take for me to ready the shot."

Marisa sighed.

"Are you frightened of me, angel?" He lifted one of her curls with his index finger.

"Not of you, no. Had I known of the pistol's proximity earlier, however, I might have prevailed on you to dispatch my betrothed."

He raised his eyebrows in an exaggerated fashion. "A bloodthirsty lass. Perhaps it is I who should be frightened of you."

"I do have a propensity for wickedness," she confessed.

"Is that so?"

Marisa laughed aloud. "I am the spawn of the devil. Or so Father has told me time and again. Unfortunately I cannot convince my father that the commotion attributed to me is not my fault, at least not due to genuine sinfulness."

"Indeed." He twisted her blonde curl about his finger, as spellbound as he had been during the robbery. "And what sort of commotion have you caused?"

"Nothing dreadful, I can assure you. But I could not very well turn a deaf ear to my dearest friend's plea to help her elope."

It was this last episode which had resulted in her own unwanted betrothal. Her father had threatened to send her to a convent for the rest of her life. Marisa had replied she would enjoy the long hours of solitude. Her father had finally won the battle when he had threatened to send Marisa's beloved Aunt Althea to Bedlam.

Marisa knew it was not an idle threat. She had only conceded defeat until she could devise an escape from Lord Westbrook. Then she and Aunt Althea, the simple gentle soul that meant the world to Marisa, would flee to parts unknown.

"I have been quite wrongly accused," Marisa explained.

"Perhaps it is because you are afflicted with other character defects as well."

"I will admit that my quest for knowledge has often led me down paths avoided by the fainthearted." Her curiosity could not be contained a moment longer. "Why are you here? Should you not be on the roadways?"

"I am a different sort of highwayman," he answered.

"Then you could take me with you! I could ride with you, just until I am so far away from here that Lord Westbrook is unable to find me. You would not need to concern yourself with me any further."

"It grieves me to refuse such a delightful invitation, but I fear I must."

"Why? I shall be no trouble. And I shall not sound the alarm against you. I have proven myself in that regard already. Twice in fact."

He studied her for several long moments. Hope and fear mingled together in those long moments of indecision.

He did not frighten her. Perhaps it was because her instincts assured her she would come to no harm with this man. He had had numerous opportunities, when he had stopped her carriage, and again when he had entered her bedchamber. Yet he had not availed himself of any, even when she was at the most vulnerable.

In truth she viewed him as an ally, unlike her traitorous brother. She could not pass up this chance to flee, to rescue Aunt Althea from the dire fate that awaited her if Marisa were to fail. It was not likely the highwayman would continue to appear each time she sent a prayer heavenward, asking for deliverance, so she had to avail herself of this opportunity.

At last he shook his head. "I cannot bring you with me. It is much too dangerous."

"It will not be dangerous, I assure you. I am an excellent horsewoman."

"It is dangerous for me as well," he said. "I have already tempted Fate more than is wise this evening. I must leave, and I must leave you behind."

"Of course," Marisa said, ducking her head, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks.

What had she been thinking? It had been a reckless notion, one she would have left unexpressed were it not for the need to take quick action. She was grateful he was a highwayman, and thus possessed of the chivalry to deny such a wild request.

She would have to rely on her own wits, once more.

He tilted her chin up with one finger. Marisa's heart beat with the same sense of expectancy she had experienced earlier that night. She closed her eyes, praying he would steal a kiss. She ought to have at least one more wicked moment to support the unjust charge of being the devil's spawn.

As if divining her unspoken plea, the highwayman set his lips against hers. Marisa could not halt her heartfelt sigh. She trembled as he closed his arms about her. She had not been in a man's embrace before, save for those moments when he had held her near. His touch was gentle, almost reassuring, as though he knew of her need to be cherished, even by a daring rogue one step ahead of the law.

He nibbled on her bottom lip, teasing her mouth open. Her pulse scampered out of control, but she obeyed his passionate request. How could he make her shiver and feel overheated at the same time?

He pulled her pliant body tight against his, and reason at last intruded. Without a doubt her incurable curiosity had once more gotten the best of her. Marisa removed her lips from his, gathering her scattered wits at the same time.

She retreated a pace. His eyes glittered, but she was not certain of the cause. Perhaps it was passion, but it was possible it was something else, something she herself felt intensely: determination.

He gathered her back into his arms, and despite her brain's warnings, Marisa felt comforted by this stranger's embrace. She would even permit herself to believe he had sought her out, for she had seen his recognition of Lord Westbrook's crest on the carriage.

After a moment, he kissed her forehead before leaning his head back. His eyes danced with unmistakable merriment.

"Kissing a highwayman does not bode well for curing that wickedness, does it?"

"I'm certain Father would be mortified at this further evidence—"

A loud snore erupted from beyond the door of the adjoining room.

He frowned. "Does your parent reside so near?"

"It is only Daphne, my maid."

He raised his eyebrows.

"Truly," Marisa laughed. "Father insisted on it," she added as she removed herself from his arms. "And I insisted she drink the posset sent on my arrival, as she seemed more in need of it than I did."

Marisa's stomach fluttered anew. Had Lord Westbrook planned on her being deeply asleep when he entered her bedchamber earlier? If so, he had strengthened her resolve to escape, even if the highwayman would not aid her.

"I must leave then, before your betrothed comes to investigate this latest noise. But, one last kiss," he bargained. "To thank you for your brave deed in concealing me."

He smoothed her hair, holding her gaze as if he were about to whisper words of reassurance. Marisa shook off the foolish notion, for she was not the one in danger.

At least, not so long as Edmund stayed away.

The highwayman placed a last kiss to her forehead. Marisa closed her eyes to fix in her memory the feel of his lips on her feverish skin, the intoxicating scent of sandalwood, and, most of all, his aura of reckless freedom.

When he attempted to retreat at last, Marisa took his face in her hands, reluctant for the adventure to finally end. Why did the Fates torture her so, bringing this dashing figure into her life and then snatching him away, yet again? There seemed no end to the heartache now that she knew this highwayman, and possibly her own liberty, was lost to her forever.

She pressed one last farewell kiss to his lips.

"Have a care," she whispered against his half-open mouth. She stepped away before she lost all sight of her purpose. At least one of them still had a lifetime of freedom ahead of them.

He gazed at her for a long moment and then he turned, his cape sweeping out behind him, and left through the French door.

Marisa ran to the window and watched as he landed with agile grace on the ground below. He blew a gallant kiss to her and then, before she was ready, he disappeared into the enveloping darkness.

Marisa strained her eyes to view his retreat long after she knew it was possible to catch a glimpse of him. She finally gave up, knowing she had seen the last of him. She was just as certain she would remember the magical moment for the rest of her life.

When she and Aunt Althea had settled into their new lives, safe from her father's threats and schemes, this evening's events would be the first she related to her aunt. In truth, she would likely tell it more than once.

One day she would even amuse her children with the fanciful tale of the daring highwayman who had appeared in her bedchamber, and how she had helped him elude apprehension.

Until then, she would do everything possible to ensure that she, and especially her children, did not ever bear the Westbrook name.
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Chapter 3​
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"So, lad, it cannot be a great deal of devilment ye have caused, racing into camp without the hounds of hell nippin' at your heels."

Jamie, hearty and red-bearded, addressed Gabriel from his seat atop a flattened rock, adjacent to the blazing fire. He waved away the dust kicked up by Eclipse's hooves, his forehead creased with annoyance.

"And I can see it's more than a wee bit of disappointment ye are feelin'," Gabriel teased in the same brogue.

He threw his leg over Eclipse and dismounted with a flourish designed to elicit a chuckle from his lifelong friend. Jamie merely shook his head, but Gabriel could see how the older man fought off a smile.

Gabriel tossed the horse's reins to Gilbey, waiting nearby. "At least Gilbey is cheered by my return."

The lad flashed a cheeky grin, patting the stallion's neck. "So you will not be a case at the next assizes?"

"Only because stealing kisses is not yet a criminal act," Gabriel laughed.

Several of the band of outlaws ambled toward the fire to greet their leader. They were a ragtag bunch, to be sure.

One of his favorites, the soft-spoken Davy, wore a purple striped waistcoat purloined during a recent heist, along with grey woolen breeches that had seen more than a few winters come and go. Andrew, a gangly young man, had claimed a beaver top hat that had flown off another victim during a hasty escape.

Gabriel could see from their expressions they were
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