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        Some Like It Wild

        Brides of the Highlands, Book 5

        by Teresa Medeiros

      

      

      
        
        Pamela Darby needs a man…

      

        

      
        …preferably a Highland brute with more brawn than brains. Determined to save her sister from selling her virtue, the resourceful beauty requires a strapping specimen to pose as a duke’s long-lost heir. Pamela plans to collect the generous reward, then send him on his way. Lucky for the brazen beauty, the seductive, silver-eyed highwayman who just held up their carriage could be her man . . .

      

        

      
        The last thing highwayman Connor Kincaid needs is a woman…

      

        

      
        Connor has given up on his dream of restoring his clan's honor. And now this plucky Englishwoman is asking him to take part in a risky charade that could land them both on the gallows. Never a man to resist a challenge or the allure of a beautiful woman, Connor strikes the devil’s bargain that could seal both their fates. The highwayman and the hellion journey to London as both enemies and allies—a woman who has everything to gain and a man who has nothing to lose. . .but his heart.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Praise for Some Like It Wild

        and Teresa Medeiros

      

      

      

      “Wonderful and wickedly humorous and touching. A banquet filled with luscious and decadent treats that will leave you longing for more. Medeiros is a storyteller extraordinaire!”—Romantic Times

      

      “This book has it all—sensual tension, sexy romance, adventure and sparkling dialogu…a story readers won’t want to miss!”—Romance Reviews Today

      

      “A superbly plotted story laced with just enough mystery and danger to keep readers on edge.”—Library Journal

      

      “Hot passion and amusing adventures aplenty. This is a true romantic’s romance!”—Coffee Time Romance
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        The Scottish Highlands

        1814

      

      

      

      “I need a man,” Pamela Darby proclaimed with the same matter-of-fact conviction she would have used to announce “I need a scrap of lace to mend my hem” or “I need a fresh turnip for tonight’s stew.”

      From the coach seat opposite her, her half-sister Sophie glanced up from studying her worn copy of La Belle Assemblee. The periodical was two seasons out of date but that didn’t stop Sophie from sighing over its colorful fashion plates or poring over its recommendations for the rouge most likely to grace a young lady’s cheek with a flattering hue.

      “What I need—what we need,” Pamela amended, “is not just any man but some strapping Scots lad with more brawn than brains.” She deepened her voice, faking a burr that would have done Bonnie Prince Charlie proud. “A lad easily led by two canny lasses with more wits than he.”

      “And I’m guessing those lasses would be us?” Sophie ventured, cocking a knowing eyebrow. She winced and wiggled on the battered cushions as the coach shuddered and began to grind its way down another rocky trail that insulted their intelligence by calling itself a road. “Just how do you propose we find this handsome dullard? Should we ask the coachman to stop at the next village and post a broadsheet?”

      Trusting that her sister would play along with her silly scheme, if only to pass the long hours on the road, Pamela bit her bottom lip. “Hmmm...that’s not a bad idea. I hadn’t considered a broadsheet. How about one that reads, ‘WANTED—Thick-Witted, Thick-Necked Scotsman to Masquerade as Duke’s Long Lost Heir’? Perhaps we could nail one up in the market square of each village we pass through.”

      “Just like that one we saw in the last village, warning us that there’s a dangerous highwayman with a price on his head terrorizing these very roads—robbing travelers and ravishing innocent women?”

      Sophie’s mocking words brought Pamela’s flight of fancy crashing down on the jagged rocks of reality. She remembered that broadsheet only too well. A crude sketch had accompanied it, depicting a masked man with a rugged jaw, a pistol in his hand and a ruthless light in his eyes. She had been drawn to it against her will, her fingertips lightly tracing the incongruous dimple set deep in his right cheek. She could not help wondering what would drive a man to defy both the law and God’s commandments by stealing what he wanted instead of paying for it. When Sophie had approached, Pamela had quickly turned away from the broadsheet, afraid her sister might find an echo of her own growing desperation in the highwayman’s steely gaze.

      The memory of that gaze sent a faint shudder down her spine. She was painfully aware that two women traveling alone through these wild and rugged climes could easily become the target of more than just mild suspicion and disapproving glances. But they hadn’t the means to employ maidservants to give them an air of respectability or outriders to protect the carriage they’d hired after disembarking from the public coach in Edinburgh. They would simply have to depend upon the elderly coachman and his ancient musket to defend both their lives and their virtue.

      She forced an airy smile. “From what I’ve heard about these Highland savages, they’re more inclined to ravish their sheep than their women.” She ran a hand over her reticule, deriving her own comfort from what she’d tucked away in the little silk purse.

      Twirling one of her curls around her forefinger, Sophie sighed. “I still can’t believe we’ve come all this way for naught. You heard that old crone in Strathspey. According to her, the duke’s heir died nearly thirty years ago when he was still a babe. Neither he nor his mother survived their first Highland winter.”

      “I can certainly understand why,” Pamela muttered, tucking her hands deeper into her fur muff. She had been even more dismayed than Sophie to discover that the trail they’d been faithfully following for the past month had gone cold. Colder even than this godforsaken country where the wind whipped right through you—even when the sun was shining. Colder than the icy drops of rain that began to pelt you the second you decided it was safe to put away your parasol. Colder than the damp that sank deep into your bones, making you feel as if you’d never truly be warm again.

      “Why don’t we just forget all about the reward and go home?” Sophie suggested.

      “A sound plan indeed...if we still had a home.”

      As a mist of sadness dimmed the sparkle in Sophie’s light blue eyes, Pamela immediately regretted her sharp tone. Until six months ago, the Crown Theatre off of Drury Lane had been the only real home either one of them had ever known. They’d both been born backstage and pronounced ‘very fine productions indeed’ by their actress mother. But now the theater was gone, reduced to rubble and ash by the same tragic fire that had killed their mother and would have killed them had they not been sleeping in their nearby lodgings at the time. Pamela’s throat tightened around a bitter and familiar ache. Her only comfort lay in knowing that their mother would have never wanted to outlive her legendary beauty—or its devastating effect on her admirers.

      A beauty that survived in the pale shimmer of her half-sister’s curls. Curls trimmed in a fashionable bob that perfectly framed Sophie’s heart-shaped face with its Cupid’s bow of a mouth and enchantingly retroussé nose. It was whispered among the opera dancers that Sophie’s father had been a wealthy French comet who had found their mother both charmant and ravissant. That he had lost his heart only to return to France and lose his head before he could offer for their mother’s hand.

      Pamela was convinced her own father must have been sturdy English stock. How else to explain both hair and eyes that were a perfectly ordinary shade of brown? Her features were even in her oval face but hardly memorable and the pleasing hint of plumpness in her cheeks would have looked equally at home on a Yorkshire dairymaid. She’d curves enough to tempt a man’s eye, but nothing that would inspire him to prove his devotion by casting himself off of London Bridge into the icy cold waters of the Thames, as one of their mother’s more passionate lovers was rumored to have done.

      Pamela regretted her careless words even more when Sophie lifted her pointed little chin, setting her jaw to hide its faint quiver. “The duke’s reward isn’t our last hope, you know. It is well within my power to provide for the both of us. The viscount’s offer still stands.”

      Pamela scowled. “This isn’t some Gothic melodrama. I’ve no intention of selling my sister’s virtue to the highest bidder just to keep a roof over my own head.”

      Sophie lifted one slender shoulder in a shrug artfully designed to confirm her Gallic heritage. “You needn’t be so provincial. Maman chose a life free from the conventions of society. Why shouldn’t I?”

      “Mama always had the stage. She sold herself for love, not money.”

      “Is it so impossible for a woman to have both?” Sophie asked wistfully.

      “Oh, you might have them for a season in the viscount’s arms. Until he tires of your charms, grows infatuated with some young opera dancer and decides to pass you on to one of his friends.” Pamela reached across the gap between them and tenderly tucked a wayward curl behind Sophie’s ear. “I’m not trying to be cruel, darling, but it’s a very short path from mistress to whore. I’ve seen girls even younger and more beautiful than you plying their wares down on the Fleet Street docks. I won’t have you dying of the French pox before your nineteenth birthday.”

      “But the viscount swears that he adores me! That ever since he saw me in the chorus of Pygmalion when I was fifteen, he can think of nothing and no one else.”

      “Including his wife,” Pamela said dryly.

      Sophie’s face fell at that stark reminder.

      Pamela squeezed her gloved hand. “Don’t give the blackguard another thought. If we can’t collect the duke’s reward, we’ll simply give the stage another go.”

      Sophie delicate nostrils flared in a glum snort. “Then we’re destined to starve in the gutter.”

      While her sister ducked behind the periodical to mope, Pamela settled back among the cracked leather squabs with a sigh, all out of both cheer and convincing arguments. Unfortunately, their mother had been as impractical as she was beautiful. Upon discovering from the solicitor that she had left them nearly penniless, Pamela and Sophie had sought to make their fortunes in the only way they knew how—on the stage. But their one attempt to tread the boards had begun in triumph and ended in disaster.

      Sophie’s ethereal beauty had captivated the audience, generating gasps when she first floated onto the stage. But that spell had been broken the minute she opened her mouth and began to recite her lines in a delivery so wooden that one critic had suggested the manager should have nailed her into her coffin to prevent her from taking the stage. All their dreams of fame and fortune had died in a hail of rotting vegetables and shouted insults. They’d been forced to pack up their belongings that very night and flee the theater one step ahead of a howling mob.

      They’d been running ever since. If they didn’t find some way to plump up their purses before returning to London, their next stop wouldn’t be the theater, but the workhouse.

      Pamela gazed out the carriage window at the gathering gloom of twilight. There was so much more at stake than even Sophie realized. But she couldn’t bear to burden her sister with the ugly truth. Clouds drifted over the distant crests of the mountains like the ghosts of all her fears. Weary of facing them alone, she allowed the rocking of the coach and the growing weight of her eyelids to lull her into a restless doze.
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        * * *

      

      Pamela awoke to the same sounds she’d heard in countless productions through the years—the crack of a pistol, followed by the bold cry of “Stand and deliver!”

      “Did you ’member to light the flash pots, Soph?” she murmured without opening her eyes. “And don’t f’get to bring down the curtain after the villain is vanquished.”

      She was sinking deeper into both the squabs and her dreams when a sharp claw bit into her shoulder and gave her a harsh shake. “Pamela! Pamela, wake up! We’ve been set upon by bandits!”

      Pamela’s eyes flew open to meet her sister’s frantic gaze.

      The carriage was no longer rocking but had lurched to a shuddering halt. One of the horses let out a nervous whicker, then subsided into ominous silence. Full dark had fallen while Pamela napped and the window was veiled by a velvety black curtain of night.

      She sucked in a breath laced with raw panic. What if the coachman could no longer be relied upon to defend their virtue or their lives? What if he was lying in a limp heap in the middle of the road, a ragged hole blasted through his scrawny chest?

      Swallowing her terror, she touched a finger to her lips, then clutched at Sophie’s gloved hands. They huddled together, holding their collective breath to listen.

      The silence seemed to swell and thicken. It was finally broken by the measured tread of footsteps moving around the side of the carriage. Perhaps it was simply the coachman coming to tell them that all was well, Pamela prayed. That the pistol report and the chilling cry had been nothing more than a prank played by village lads with more spirit than good sense.

      But the muffled footfalls made a mockery of that cheerful thought. It took both grace and practice to be able to navigate such a road without disturbing a single rock. And anyone who had mastered that skill could just as easily slit a man’s throat for his purse or creep into a woman’s bedchamber in the dark of night to put his hand over her mouth and have his wicked way with her.

      Since it seemed there was to be no escaping the inexorable approach of those footsteps, Pamela gave Sophie’s hand one last reassuring squeeze, then slipped her hand out of her sister’s grip and into her reticule. As her fingers curled around the solid weight of the object within, they ceased their trembling.

      The footsteps also ceased, leaving in their wake a silence that was even more chilling.

      Pamela drew Sophie behind her with her free arm, waiting for the carriage door to fly open, waiting for a ruthless arm to reach in and yank her out by her hair.

      The carriage door slowly creaked open on its hinges. There was no sign of their attacker. There was nothing but a yawning maw of darkness that threatened to swallow them whole.

      A voice came out of that darkness, laced with gravel and menace. “I know you’re in there. I can hear you breathin’. Step out of the carriage with your hands raised or I’ll blast you straight to hell.”

      Pamela could feel Sophie pressed to her back, trembling like a baby bird in the talons of some fearsome predator. It was the scent of her sister’s fear that tightened her jaw and stiffened her spine. This faceless bully might be able to rob her of her life and her virtue, but there was one thing she’d always been able to lose without anyone else’s help—her temper.

      Ignoring the frantic clutch of Sophie’s hands on the back of her skirt, she lurched forward and went spilling out of the carriage.

      She tripped over the hem of her pelisse, but quickly righted herself, straightening her crooked bonnet with a furious jerk. “For the love of God, sir, who writes your dialogue? I’ve never heard such atrocious tripe. ‘Stand and deliver’? ‘Step out of the carriage with your hands raised or I’ll blast you straight to hell’? Why, you wouldn’t last through one performance on Drury Lane! They’d bring the curtain down on your thick head before the end of Act One. Has it never occurred to you that you might make a more convincing villain if you didn’t spout such horrendous drivel?”

      As the angry ringing in Pamela’s ears subsided, she realized she was standing nearly toe to toe with a faceless shadow. A faceless shadow that towered over her by more than a foot. The imposing expanse of his shoulders blocked out the light of the rising moon.

      His silence was a weapon all its own, so effective that she nearly jumped out of her skin when he finally said, “What would you prefer, lass? Should I blast you to hell first and spout the drivel later? I fear it would be even less convincin’ without an audience to appreciate it.”

      His mocking burr was as rough as burlap, yet soft as velvet. It was like having both the rose and the thorn dragged across her quivering flesh at the same time.

      Pamela inched sideways, thinking to lure his attention away from Sophie and the carriage door. But she had cause to regret the motion when he shifted his own weight, inviting the moonlight to spill over the long, polished barrel of the pistol cradled in his black-gloved hand. The weapon rested there as if he’d been born to wield it.

      Too late, she remembered the poor coachman. She glanced toward the front of the carriage to find him sprawled in the road just as she had feared. A sharp cry of dismay escaped her. She lifted the hem of her skirts and took an involuntary step toward him.

      The highwayman blocked her way, his silent grace more menacing than another man’s shout. “He’s not dead. He’ll come ’round after awhile with nothin’ more than an achin’ head and a story to tell his mates down at the tavern while they buy him a few pints.”

      As if to prove his words, the coachman stirred and uttered a weak groan. Pamela glanced at the coach box. His musket was still neatly sheathed in its holder. He’d never even had a chance to draw it.

      Emboldened by relief, she glared up at their assailant. “What a fine profession you’ve chosen for yourself, sir! Assaulting old men and frightening helpless women.”

      He took a step forward, bringing them so close she could feel the heat radiating from his body through the fabric of his shirt. “You don’t seem very frightened, lass. Or very helpless.”

      In truth, she was terrified. But she hid her terror behind a disgruntled sniff. “I’ve simply never been able to abide a bully.”

      “And what makes you think I chose this ‘profession’?” His voice was a mocking caress that made the delicate hairs at her nape shiver with reaction. “What if it was thrust upon me by cruel fate?”

      “We all have choices to make if we want to be masters—or mistresses—of our own fate.”

      “And are you mistress of yours?”

      His gently barbed words struck an unexpectedly tender target. After her mother’s death, she had quickly discovered that without means or a male protector, a woman was at the mercy of this world. All she could do was sit back and watch her choices vanish one by one along with her dreams.

      Even when her mother had been alive, Pamela had been subject to her mama’s mercurial moods, her baby sister’s needs and demands. She’d always been the one left to pick up the pieces of her mother’s numerous broken hearts, scrimping and scheming to make sure all three of them didn’t end up in the streets between productions when times were lean and her mother’s lovers disappeared.

      “Not at the moment,” she admitted. “But then I’m not the one with the gun in my hand.”

      “What if you were? Would you be willin’ to surrender it to the first man—or woman—who branded you a bully? Maybe I made my choice a long time ago when I decided I didn’t want to go hungry and barefoot while the English and their coffers grew fat on riches that rightly belonged to the Scots.”

      “But surely you must see that it’s only a matter of time before you’re brought to justice.”

      “When an Englishman robs a Scot of his land and his dignity, it’s his God-given right. But when a Scot nabs an Englishman’s purse, he’s a dirty, thievin’ criminal.” The outlaw’s snort came out of the darkness. “Where’s the justice in that?”

      Pamela brought her hands together in a round of dry applause. “Bravo, sir! I was wrong about you. Your passion adds a stirring note of conviction to your dialogue. If your weapon didn’t happen to be pointed at my heart, I might even be tempted to cheer on your noble effort to relieve me of my purse.”

      He surprised her by slowly lowering the pistol to his side. Oddly enough, the gesture didn’t make him look any less threatening. Her heart began to beat faster. Perhaps he’d decided to punish her for her scorn by strangling her with his bare hands.

      She couldn’t see his eyes but she could still feel his gaze against her skin—as forceful as a touch. With all of his fine talk about the oppression of the Scots, she would have expected him to be wearing a kilt and carrying a shiny claymore or a set of bagpipes. But he was garbed all in black—the midnight shade of his shirt, breeches and boots making him nearly indistinguishable from the night.

      She took an experimental step backward, then another. He followed, shadowing her every move. She continued to back away from him, wondering if there was some way to use their dangerous dance to her advantage. If she could lure him away from the carriage door, perhaps Sophie would be clever enough to slip out and run for help.

      Or for her life.

      Pamela stole a glance over her shoulder at the sweeping arms of the towering Caledonian pines bordering the rocky trail. There was only one sure way to distract him. One chance for Sophie to make her escape.

      Knowing she might very well earn a pistol ball in the back for her efforts, Pamela spun around to run.

      She had barely taken two steps when the highwayman seized her wrist and roughly jerked her around to face him. She stumbled over a rock and right into his broad, unyielding chest. She shook her hair out of her eyes and tipped back her head to glare at him, anger once again foolishly displacing her fear.

      For the first time, the moonlight shone full upon his face.

      Pamela froze, all of her schemes for escape forgotten.

      The narrow slits in his black leather half-mask revealed eyes as luminous and silvery gray as the light of the moon. Pamela was close enough to count each of the thick lashes that framed their striking depths. His nose was strong but slightly crooked, as if he’d started more than his share of tavern brawls.

      Although it was no struggle for him to subdue her with just one hand, he was breathing hard and his jaw was clenched as if he was doing battle with some enemy neither of them could see.

      It was a rugged jaw with an unlikely dimple set deep in his right cheek. At the moment his mouth was set in a stern line, but it wasn’t difficult for Pamela to imagine the devastating effect that dimple might have on a woman’s heart should he smile.

      Her breath caught in her throat. She was just as powerless to resist its charm as she had been when gazing upon the broadsheet in the village. Some might argue that the crudely drawn sketch could have been any one of a dozen men, but Pamela would have recognized its subject anywhere.

      He held himself as still as a granite statue as she lifted one trembling hand and lightly brushed her fingertips over his cheek. The broadsheet had been cool to the touch; his cheek was warm and rough with a day’s growth of stubble.

      His indrawn breath was both sharp and audible.

      “I saw the broadsheet in the village,” she confessed, lifting her gaze shyly to his eyes. “If they catch you, they have every intention of hanging you.”

      “Then perhaps it’s time I stole somethin’ worth bein’ hanged for,” he replied, his voice a husky rumble she felt all the way to the tips of her toes.

      “Such as?” she whispered.

      He lowered his gaze to her lips, giving her the answer she both feared and longed for.

      His grip on her wrist gentled; the callused pad of his thumb caressed her fluttering pulse. He closed his eyes and lowered his mouth to hers, his lips no longer stern but soft and warm with invitation. They played over hers with a deliberate tenderness that was far more dangerous than force.

      Pamela was well acquainted with the art of the stage kiss. How its purpose was to convey passion without actually provoking it. This was accomplished with the merest brushing of lips—neat and dry with no communion of hearts or souls.

      Which was why it came as such a shock when the highwayman boldly breached the seam of her lips with the rough, silky heat of his tongue. There was nothing neat or dry about his kiss. His tongue swirled over hers—tasting, teasing, tantalizing—urging her to take him deeper inside of her with each maddening pass of his mouth over hers. He smelled like freshly crushed pine needles and woodsmoke and tasted of whisky and danger.

      Too late, she realized she was no longer his prisoner. She had no recollection of him freeing her wrist, yet somehow both of her hands had ended up flattened against the muscular contours of his chest. Her palms measured each thundering beat of his heart as if it were her own.

      Despite his threat, he hadn’t yet committed a hanging offense. Her kiss was not stolen after all, but freely given. And given with such generosity and enthusiasm that no court of law in the land would dare to convict him.

      He threaded his fingers through the thick coils of her hair, knocking her bonnet away until it was hanging down her back by its velvet ribbons and tilting her head back to allow him to take even more shocking liberties with her mouth.

      In that moment, she forgot Sophie, forgot all about their doomed quest for the duke’s heir, forgot they were only a few shillings away from utter ruin, forgot everything but the utter joy and madness of kissing a highwayman in the moonlight.

      Until a shrill shriek pierced the pleasant roaring in her ears and a fluttery, pink object came crashing down on his head.
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      In his twenty-nine years of life, Connor Kincaid had been shot twice, stabbed three times, nearly drowned in the rushing waters of a burn, survived a botched hanging and had both his nose and his ribs broken in brawls more times than he could count. But he could honestly say he’d never been assaulted by a shrieking virago wielding a pink parasol.

      The assault might not have been so startling if he hadn’t been rendered deaf, dumb, and blind to everything but the intoxicating taste of the woman in his arms. The thick coils of her hair played through his callused fingers, trapping him in a web of silk. Her breathless sighs were like a song only he could hear. The eager press of her hands against his chest betrayed both innocence and hunger—tempting him to steal the one and satisfy the other. He was a kiss away from carrying her into the forest, laying her back on a bed of moss and doing just that when reality came crashing down on his head in the form of a frilly pink parasol.

      Had his assailant been armed with a pistol instead of a parasol, she could have shot him in the back with equal ease. It would be no more than he deserved for being such a careless fool. He had learned long ago that fate was a heartless mistress who would simply laugh in his face if he escaped the hangman’s noose only to be shot dead for stealing a kiss.

      “Unhand my sister, sirrah!” his attacker shrieked, her delicate arm rising and falling as she continued to beat him about the head and shoulders with her makeshift weapon.

      Connor wheeled around and raised one arm to ward off the blows. Since the parasol was trimmed with feathers, it was like being attacked by a flock of bloodthirsty pink sparrows.

      As she landed a savage blow to his right ear, Connor roared an oath and instinctively raised the pistol in his other hand.

      The girl went stumbling backward, still clutching the parasol. Before he could gather his scrambled wits, the woman whose kiss could have cost him his life darted out from behind him and threw herself in front of his attacker so that his pistol was once again leveled at her heart. Her striking amber eyes had lost none of their defiance but her entire body was trembling with reaction.

      The sight of the two women cowering before him only sharpened the edge of his temper. He’d never had much of an appetite for bullying women but when word had reached his ears that two Englishwomen draped in jewels and furs were traveling these roads without the protection of armed outriders, he had been unable to resist the temptation. He had planned to rob them and send them on their way, confident that they could easily coax their wealthy fathers, husbands or lovers into replacing what he took from them. But just a few seconds earlier, he had been considering taking something that could never be replaced.

      He glared right back at the woman for a moment, resenting her for making him feel like the villain he was, then slowly lowered the pistol, tucking it into the waist of his breeches.

      “‘Unhand my sister, sirrah’?” he echoed. “And you dare to scold me for spoutin’ drivel!” He flung a finger toward the wee blonde peeping over her shoulder. The girl’s cornflower blue eyes were as round as saucers. “Who writes her dialogue?”

      Before either of them could react, he stalked over and snatched the parasol from the blonde’s hand. He slammed it down over his knee, snapping it neatly in two. As he flung the pieces into the forest the girl had the nerve to look crestfallen, as if he had just beheaded her favorite doll.

      Shooting him an equally reproachful look, the brunette with the tart tongue and the honeyed lips gently took the girl by the shoulders. “How could you have been so foolish, Sophie? You could have gotten us both killed.”

      “I’m sorry, Pamela,” the girl replied, wrinkling her pert nose at Connor, “but I wasn’t about to just stand by and let some barbarian ravish my sister.”

      At Sophie’s words, Pamela lowered her lashes and stole a look at the barbarian in question. He was watching their exchange, his arms folded over his chest. Oddly enough, his smoldering glare and the sulky set of his jaw only served to make him more attractive. She could hardly accuse him of attempting to ravish her when she had not only allowed his kiss, but welcomed it. If he had dragged her off into the woods and had his way with her, she would have had no one to blame but herself.

      A damning mixture of dismay and shame flooded her. She’d always prided herself on her restraint where the male sex was concerned. What was to become of them if she had inherited their mother’s weakness for a pretty face and a brawny shoulder?

      “There was no need for you to risk your parasol or your life defending me. I was in no danger whatsoever,” she lied, tearing her gaze away from his face with more difficulty than she cared to admit.

      Sophie blinked up at her. “Well, I know you told me that most Highlanders were more inclined to ravish their sheep than their wom—”

      Pamela clapped a hand over her sister’s mouth. “You must have misunderstood me. I simply said they prefer women who are more...docile.”

      She stole another nervous glance at the Scotsman. His eyes didn’t betray so much as a spark of amusement, but she would have sworn his dimple had deepened.

      “I was simply trying to distract the man so you could make your escape,” she told Sophie before releasing her and turning stiffly to face the highwayman. “I can assure you, sir, that I am not in the habit of kissing strangers. Or highwayman,” she added as an afterthought.

      His stony expression never wavered. “Oh, I believe you, lass.”

      She frowned. How did he know she wasn’t in the habit of kissing? Was it because she was a dreadful kisser? Was he secretly horrified by her lack of restraint? Was she supposed to keep her lips pressed tightly together when he sought to part them with the silky heat of his tongue?

      Determined to seize the remaining shreds of her dignity before they could completely unravel, she said, “I suppose it’s a bit late for formal introductions, sir, but my name is Pamela Darby and this is my sister Sophie.”

      Well-schooled by years of helping their mother practice stage cues, Sophie stepped forward and executed a flawless curtsy. As she straightened, she tossed back her buttery curls and gave her silky golden lashes an extra flutter. Sophie was just like their mother in that respect. She couldn’t help preening in the presence of any male—even a villainous cutthroat. As an enfant terrible, she’d kept every man in the theater—from the loftiest actor to the lowliest stagehand—wrapped around her pudgy little pinkie.

      Pamela sighed, waiting for the highwayman to succumb to her sister’s spell. It had felled far mightier men than he. Pamela knew all of the signs—the leaden clumsiness of the limbs, the dazed look in the eye, the awkward stammering of the tongue. Once a man was blinded by the glamour of Sophie’s beauty, Pamela knew that she would fade into the backdrop, no more substantial or interesting than a potted palm painted on a stretch of canvas.

      To her surprise, the highwayman barely flicked a gaze in her sister’s direction. His glittering eyes remained locked on her as he sketched them a bow that was surprisingly graceful given his imposing size. “’Tis a pleasure to meet you and your bonny sister, Miss Darby. I’m the man who’s goin’ to relieve you of your valuables and be on my way.”

      As if to remind them all of the highwayman’s nefarious goal, the coachman groaned and struggled to a sitting position on the edge of the road, blood trickling from a shallow cut above his eyebrow. Without batting an eyelash, the highwayman tugged the pistol from the waist of his breeches and swung the muzzle toward him. The grizzled old man’s hands shot into the air.

      “And that’s where I’ll thank you to keep them until I’ve finished my business with the ladies,” the highwayman said smoothly.

      Keenly aware that they now had an audience for their little drama—Or was it a farce?—Pamela relaxed her arm so that the reticule still dangling from her wrist would sink into the folds of her skirt.

      As she watched the highwayman cow the coachman with little more than a look, her thoughts veered into oddly philosophical territory.

      Who really determined a man’s destiny? Must it always be an accident of birth? A spin on the fickle wheel of fate? Was it not possible for chance and opportunity to collide and forever alter a man’s course in this life?

      Pamela didn’t even realize her lips had curved in a thoughtful smile until she caught Sophie’s bewildered glance. She clapped a hand over her mouth, struggling to look suitably terrorized as the highwayman tugged a burlap bag from his belt and marched back over to her, tucking the pistol in its place.

      “Why don’t we start with that ermine tippet, lass?” he suggested, holding out his hand.

      Pamela reluctantly unwound the fur scarf from her throat, shivering at the sharp bite of the night wind, and laid it across his palm. He ran his hand over it, an avaricious glint in his eye. But when he reached the end, a fat clump of fur clung to his fingers.

      “What in the devil is this?” he demanded, glowering down at the offending stuff with palpable revulsion. “Rat?”

      Pamela sniffed. “Of course not. I’ll have you know it’s prime Hertfordshire squirrel.”

      Still scowling, he gave the garment an experimental shake. Fur flew everywhere, including up Pamela’s nose. She made no attempt to stifle her sneeze.

      Tossing the rapidly balding stole over a nearby bush, he growled, “Let’s have a look at those ruby earbobs, shall we?”

      “If you insist,” she replied, tugging the earbobs from her delicate lobes and surrendering them into his hand. The gemstones glowed like drops of fresh blood against his broad palm.

      As he studied them, the appreciative gleam in his eyes slowly faded. He lifted his gaze to hers. “These are paste, aren’t they? Nothin’ but worthless paste.”

      She shrugged. “I suppose it’s possible. Unscrupulous jewelers have been known to take advantage of their more naïve customers.”

      He did not wait for her to hand over the diamond brooch adorning the lapel of her pelisse. Closing the distance between them with one step, he tucked his hand beneath her collar to hold the fabric steady while he deftly unfastened the brooch’s pin with his nimble fingers. She shivered as his warm knuckles lingered against the vulnerable skin of her throat. Their gazes met and held for the space of a ragged heartbeat before he secured his prize and stepped away.

      He didn’t waste a precious second ogling the brooch. He simply tucked it between his lips and dug his teeth into it before hurling it away in disgust. “What sort of dangerous game are you and your sister playin’, Miss Darby?”

      “One we’re determined to win,” she replied, her hand inching toward her reticule.

      He studied her through narrowed eyes for a moment, then held out his hand. “Give me your drawers.”

      Pamela’s own hand froze. Behind her, she heard Sophie gasp.

      “Pardon me?” Pamela asked, eyeing him with fresh suspicion.

      During their years in the theater, she’d encountered several actors who delighted in donning feminine garb and playing the female roles in the pantomime. But this strapping Highlander hardly seemed the sort to drape himself in ruffles and lace and prance across a stage warbling a suggestive ditty.

      “You heard me, lass. Drop your drawers and hand them over.”

      She gave him a withering glare. “How could I deny such a romantic request? With that quicksilver tongue of yours, you must be quite irresistible to the ladies.”

      This time the deepening of his dimple was unmistakable. “Oh, I’ve other tricks for gettin’ them off you, but I don’t you think you want me to show you those.” He cut his eyes toward Sophie. “At least not right now.”

      Gritting her teeth in exasperation, Pamela turned her back on him only to find the coachman gawping at her, his knobby hands still thrust into the air. Muttering beneath her breath, she faced the woods and reached beneath her skirts. She was determined to deny the larcenous scoundrel so much as a glimpse of stocking or well trimmed ankle. After much struggle, she finally managed to extract herself from her drawers by clutching the trunk of a nearby alder and hopping up and down on each foot in turn.

      She turned to hurl them at the highwayman. “There! I hope you’re happy, you odious, insufferable boor!”

      He caught them neatly with one hand, no longer bothering to hide his smirk. “And just when I feared your affections for me were wanin’.”

      She averted her eyes from him, heat rising in her cheeks. Despite the sheltering layers of pelisse, skirts, petticoat and stockings, she still felt woefully exposed. It was almost as if the chill night wind was deliberately whistling its way beneath her hem and between her clenched thighs.

      She stole a sullen look at the highwayman. At least she didn’t wear ridiculous scraps of French silk like her mother had. Her drawers were sturdy English wool—decent, practical, and dull...just like her.

      As she watched him examine the worn garment with far more care than he had shown the stole or the brooch, curiosity overcame her annoyance. “What on earth are you doing?”

      “A woman can lie in a thousand different ways with her lips and her eyes, but not with her undergarments.” He ran his hand along a recently darned seam until he reached a frayed hem. When he finally lifted his eyes to her, they were darkened by a mixture of disbelief and contempt. “Why, you’re poor, aren’t you?”

      Pamela recoiled. He had bitten off the word as if it were the most damning of accusations—far worse than being charged with accosting two helpless women in the wilderness.

      One would have thought that being pelted with rotten cabbages and wormy potatoes while fleeing an angry mob would have squashed the last of her pride. But as she met this man’s condemning gaze, she felt her spine stiffen and her chin lift.

      “My sister and I may have fallen on difficult circumstances since our mother’s death. That doesn’t mean we’re destitute.”

      “Oh no?” He balled up her drawers and tossed them into the underbrush, then began to stalk her, backing her up with each step. “Then why are you wrappin’ yourselves in dead rodents and wearin’ paste jewelry? Why have your drawers been darned so many times they’re fit for little more than the rag bin?” He kept right on coming until she backed into a tree, leaving her with no way to escape him, no way to catch a breath that wasn’t laced with his smoky masculine scent. “And why did you venture onto these roads with only a pathetic old man to protect you?”

      “Eh!” the coachman brayed in protest.

      “Hush!” Pamela and the highwayman snapped in unison, still glaring at each other.

      The driver subsided into a sullen pout.

      The highwayman reached to tuck a tumbled coil of hair behind her ear, his voice deepening and softening until it was all velvet and thistles again. “Have you any idea what could happen to a bonny pair of lassies out here with no man to protect them?”

      Pamela was trying to decide if that was a warning or a threat when Sophie piped up. “They could be set upon by a wicked highwayman and have their drawers stolen?”

      He ignored her, all of his attention still fixed on Pamela. “Why are you pretendin’ to be rich, lass?”

      Pamela could feel her temper rising again. “Because people treat you differently if they believe you have means. They’re kinder and more helpful and don’t look at you as if you’re about to nick the silver. They don’t mock the shabbiness of your bodice or whisper that your bonnet has been out of fashion for three seasons. Perhaps we didn’t care to be scorned—or worse yet—pitied by a man who’s probably never earned an honest day’s wage in his life.”

      “Oh, I tried earnin’ an honest day’s wage once,” he replied, his face hard. “But it didn’t take much more than a day of strugglin’ to survive on the pennies they paid me to learn that I didn’t care for bein’ cold and hungry and barefoot. That I’d rather take what I wanted without the by-your-leave of some fat English overlord.”

      Although Pamela was loath to admit it, his defiant words stirred her blood, as did the ruthless glint in his eye. In that moment, there was something almost noble in his bearing.

      Her hand slid into her reticule. Before she could regain her sanity or lose her nerve, she drew out a pretty little pearl-plated pistol and leveled it at his chest, raking back the hammer with her thumb. “I hate to interrupt another stirring speech about Scots rights and the tyranny of the English, but I’m afraid it’s my by-your-leave you’ll be needing from this moment on.”
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      The coachman squeaked in shock as the pistol appeared in Pamela’s hand. “Why, ye’ve all gone mad as March hares,” he cried, “the whole lot o’ you!”

      Before any of them could react, he sprang to his feet and went scrambling down the hillside, abandoning coach, musket, horses, and paying customers without so much as a backward glance.

      “If you weren’t pointin’ that pistol at my heart, lass, I might be tempted to agree with him,” Connor said, eyeing the woman holding him at gunpoint with newfound respect.

      With its dainty size and pearl plating, the pistol looked more like a feminine trinket than a weapon capable of blasting a hole through his chest and putting an end to his misspent life.

      “Pamela, what on earth are you doing?” her sister demanded, looking even more shocked than the coachman. “Have you lost your wits?”

      “Hush, Sophie. I know exactly what I’m doing.”

      Connor nodded toward the weapon in her hand. A hand that was remarkably steady, he noted with reluctant admiration. “Then I suppose you also know a weapon that size only holds one shot.”

      She smiled sweetly at him. “At this range one shot is all I would need. So why don’t you be a gentleman and hand over your pistol?”

      He smiled back at her, just as sweetly. “If you want it, you’ll have to come get it.”

      Her smile faded. Eyeing him warily, she inched forward until she was just within reach of the muscular arms he’d folded over his chest. She crept closer, forced to look up at him through a tumbled skein of hair. Several sleek coils tinted a rich, warm mahogany had spilled down from their pins to frame her face.

      It was a perfectly ordinary face—as oval as a cameo with a straight, slender nose, a generous rose of a mouth and full cheeks. But those eyes... They sparkled like amber gemstones beneath the arched wings of her brows—glowing with intelligence, good humor...and a tantalizing hint of mischief.

      With those remarkable eyes still locked on his, she reached for the weapon tucked into his belt. As the back of her hand brushed the taut planes of his belly through the folds of his shirt, she wavered. He cocked one eyebrow, challenging her to continue. She was so close he could smell the intoxicating scent of lilac water wafting from her hair.

      “Careful, lass,” he murmured. “We wouldn’t want that thing to go off, now would we?”

      He felt the tensed muscles in his abdomen twitch with reaction as she closed her free hand around the heavy grip of his pistol and smoothly slid the long barrel out of his breeches.

      She slowly backed away from him. He studied her, intrigued by the meticulous care she took to keep the muzzle of his pistol pointed at the ground until she could get it tucked safely into the crimson sash of her pelisse.
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