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Prologue
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SUSANNAH GRANGER SLIPPED into her father's library and sat behind the large mahogany desk.  She put the candle down and found a piece of parchment paper in the side drawer. Dipping the pen into the inkwell, she began to make a list.

I will try to make polite conversation with the other guests, especially the men.

I will smile more.

I will dance more.

I will not talk about gardening or my watercolor sketching.

I will not offer untoward opinions.

I will try to find an appropriate candidate for marriage . . .

At this last sentence, she paused and gazed out the window at the summer sky, the last pale rays of light fading rapidly. After two unsuccessful seasons, she resolved that this would be her last.  Each day she seemed more accustomed to the idea of remaining a spinster all her life. Each day the possibility of marriage slipped further away from her future. 

So why was she feeling restless, so out of sorts? Susannah walked over to the window and threw open the sash, sniffing the cool evening air. She leaned out and gazed at the first stars twinkling overhead and caught the scent of the roses below. On the floor above she could hear her mother and sister moving about, preparing for bed. It would be an early rising in the morning for the long trip north to Longley Manor.

If she was to remain a spinster, she still wanted the chance to feel passion, to know what it would be like to have a man love her. At least once. Perhaps that should be her goal for the days at Longley Manor? To put decorum aside and feel some kind of passion. Surely there would be someone there who would be willing to kiss her, to make her feel desirable, just this once.

She walked over to the old battered sofa her father had been so fond of dozing upon after a day in court and curled up under the scattered shawls. As she drifted off to sleep, she wondered what Longley Manor would be like. Her mother said it was quite grand; splendorous had been her exact word. Well, they would find out tomorrow. Somewhere off in the garden a nightingale trilled its soft evening song, and Susannah drifted into a deep sleep filled with dreams aplenty.
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Chapter One
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THEY WERE LOSING THE light, leaving three women and an elderly servant easy prey.  Susannah Granger raised the whip and let it crack over the heads of the horses, trying to gain more speed.  A damp wind off the ocean below whipped her cape and her hood slipped off once again.  She glanced to her left to find the sun dipping close to the horizon line, casting its last rays over the rolling waters of the ocean. 

She checked over her shoulder to see if anyone was pursuing them. This area was notorious for highwaymen lurking in the shadows by the roadside.  She chanced another crack of the whip, but sensed she would not get much more out of the horses. If only she had stayed at home, she thought. She hadn't wanted to come to another one of the endless country manor festivities planned throughout the summer weeks.  If she had her preference, she'd be home puttering in the garden or working on another of her watercolor sketches.  This was her third season and she was still unclaimed. 

A light fog came rolling up over the hillside, obscuring the road. Between the deepening dusk and the fog, she had to slow the team up before they careened off the road into a ditch.  The small window between the coach box and the inside carriage slid open a crack.

"Susannah!  Why are you slowing down?  We cannot stay out here in the dark!"  Her mother's voice cracked in fear.  Susannah tipped her head to the side, "Not now, mother. Please sit still.  We should be at Longley Manor any minute now!"  Oh, if that were only the case.

They'd been driving in circles for what seemed hours, having lost their bearings earlier.  Susannah felt a ripple of fear in her stomach, but ignored it.  She had no choice but to keep on.  Just ahead she spied a bend in the road, forcing her to slow the horses even more.  There was no way she could keep the coach steady along the bend at this speed.  She pulled back on the reins as the horses took the bend, glancing once again over her shoulder to make certain they were not followed.  She could see nothing along the darkened road behind.  She let out a long sigh.  Longley Manor should be up the road a bit more, according to the last directions she had been given by a passing villager a while back. She stood and gathered the reins in her grip, whipping the horses back into top speed as the coach pulled out of the bend. 

And there he stood, a lone figure on a black steed. Susannah thought she would faint.  Maybe she could run the team right through him, but he held his ground.  Now they were done for.  The coach rolled to a stop, but Susannah didn't make a move except to pull a pearl-handled pistol from her inside pocket.  She still held the whip in her other hand.  She raised the pistol and aimed it at the man.

"Out of our way or I'll shoot!"  The man nudged his horse forward slowly and even in the dimness she could see the glitter of his eyes below the low brim of his hat.  She kept the pistol trained on him as he drew closer.  Her heart was thudding so loud she was sure he could hear it.  Her hand gripping the pistol began to shake.

"Put it down. There's no need for that."  His voice was controlled, authoritative.

"No thank you. I believe I will keep it aimed at you. Now, out of our way!"

"Where are you headed?"  He watched her, drawing even closer. 

"That is none of your business."  She could hear the soft whimpering of her sister, the murmurings of her mother and Stephens, their manservant, inside the carriage. 

For a moment the man took his eyes off Susannah and peered down the road behind.  His mouth hardened, and he turned briskly to Susannah.  

"I don't think you have a choice, milady. We have company." He nodded toward the road behind. Dim figures were creeping down the hillside.

"Be ready to ride, milady. I'll head them off.  It is Longley Manor you are heading for, I presume?" Her head snapped up in surprise.

"How did you know?" 

"There's nothing else for miles around, and I know there are festivities planned this week."  He nodded at the pistol.  "Keep that close to hand in case I am unsuccessful.  About a half-mile ahead you will see the stone gates for Longley.  Once inside the gates, you'll be safe.  Now ride!"  He slapped the lead horse and then took off in the opposite direction, one hand gripping a large-barreled pistol. 

Susannah steered the team down the road as fast as she could.  Light rain began to fall and now she feared she'd miss the gates in the rain.  She heard a shot fired in the distance behind and now her sister and mother were wailing like banshees. The window slid open and Stephen's voice reached her ears.  

"Milady?"  His voice was low, weak.  Susannah waved her free hand at him.  

"We're almost there, Stephens.  Tell them to hush and compose themselves."  She only wished she felt as confident as she sounded.  And then she spotted the gates.  Thank God!   The coach made the run through the gates and then lurched to a stop not fifty feet later. There he was again! What was he, some kind of will o' the wisp? He raised his hand in greeting. 

"I wanted to be sure you had made it safely."

"Where did you come from? You didn't pass us—or did you?"  She wiped the rain from her eyes.  A wave of weariness came over her and she plopped down on the coach box, the wind yanking her dark curls about wildly.

The highwayman pulled up beside the coach box and rose in the stirrups, then leaned over until his face was within inches of Susannah's.  

"What's your name?"  She frowned, trying to see his face more clearly, but the low-brimmed hat hid a portion of his face.  All she could see were wide, full lips and a rugged chin. 

"I'd not tell you my name. You are a ruffian, I suspect.  What do you want now?  A reward?  Our jewelry for your 'kindness'?"

A slow smile spread across his face and, without another word, he leaned in and kissed her soundly, a kiss that curled her toes and made the hairs on her neck stand on end.  He released her and murmured, 

"That is my reward." His breath tickled her skin and the scent of pine filled the air around them.  Her eyes drank in the lips that had just thrilled her with promises of other wonderful things they could do to her. 

He spun his horse around and was gone, melting back into the darkened trees, leaving Susannah wondering if she had just dreamt the whole thing.  She raised her fingers to her own lips, tracing the warmth that had been the highwayman's, but the clamoring of her family brought her back to her senses. She gathered up the reins and clicked the horses forward, seeing the lights of Longley Manor ahead.  

Servants gathered quickly as the coach rolled into the courtyard.  Immediately, Lady Granger began tossing out commands.

"This man needs attention!  Here, take him inside out of the damp air.  Perhaps a bit of brandy for Stephens." Her ladyship continued to direct the servants, bustling like the mother hen she was.  Cecily, Susannah's younger sister, followed closely behind, her blond curls wisping about her head as she continued chattering with one of the maids.  Obviously, the fears of minutes earlier were swept from her mind.

Susannah peered up at Longley Manor, rising three stories into the twilight.  What she could see was impressive, with mullioned windows and ivy-covered walls, wings extending out on either side of the main building, so many windows lit from within. Somehow it all made her feel quite insignificant. She much preferred their cozy home, the Old Rectory, on the outskirts of Bath.  With a sigh she turned to inspect the carriage interior, gathering up her reticule and other sundry items, thinking about why they were here in the first place.  

This was Cecily's first season and Lady Granger, Susannah's mother and a widow, was banking on Cecily marrying this year.  The family fortunes had been strapped ever since the death of her father three years earlier.  The Granger estate was not vast by any means, but still it seemed to drain their resources day by day. After a respectful period of mourning, Lady Granger had thrown Susannah into her debut season in London.  But after the endless round of balls and country weekends, no suitor had stepped forward for Susannah's hand, which was fine by her.  She herself had no desire to marry ever. Her life was a quiet one, and she preferred it that way.  She had the gardens and her watercolor sketching.  She had even grown a little business of her own on the side, selling her sketches to family and friends.  

But now it was Cecily's turn, and Susannah felt sure that her younger sister would be more successful than she had been in the marriage market. And good luck to her.  Just the memory of how many men, of all shapes and sizes, she had had to deal with made her head spin.  And the continual polite conversations about the weather, who was the favored modiste of the moment, which horse one needed to impress others while riding along the lanes of Hyde Park had been endless.  Each night Susannah would peel off her gown and silk slippers, her neck aching, her eyes tired, and crawl into bed hoping that her mother would not quiz her on the evening's events.  

But it would do no good to linger on those past experiences. It was then that she gave a thought to the highwayman. The image of his lips rose up in her mind.  It would be such a terrible waste if something were to happen to him.  What if he ran into those scoundrels again?  What if they were lying in wait for him?  And why, for heaven's sake, did she feel this way about someone she had seen for only a few minutes?  Yet there had been an instant recognition of something, a tingle that had warmed her despite the damp evening air. She shook her head and opened the carriage door to descend, finding an older man extending his hand to her.

"Good evening, milady. Welcome to Longley Manor. I am Jared. I trust you had a good trip?"  She laughed, 

"Well, it could have gone better, but . . ." and was about to mention the stranger and their pursuers when a sound caught her attention, a clink of metal on stone.

Turning, she spied the tall figure standing in the shadows beneath the gateway leading into the courtyard.  She was sure it was him. Why was he here? She blinked and looked again.  Nothing, just darkness and wind. And then Susannah was swept into Longley Manor and all thought of the stranger disappeared, her sister and mother squabbling over some trivial thing, servants leading them up to their chambers.  Now she was in another world entirely, safe, warm, and boring.
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Chapter Two
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"DEAR, WOULD YOU GO downstairs and see how Stephens is feeling?  I'm worried about him."  Lady Granger pulled the last night dress from the trunk and shut the trunk firmly.  Susannah nodded and made her way to the door, but not before her mother stopped her.  

"Susannah, please do not mention of our mishap earlier this evening.  I don't want people to think that we did anything to invite those men to follow us."  Her mother shuddered, then turned her attention to the mirror, smoothing her pale hair now streaked with silver.  Susannah noted how her mother was still a handsome woman, despite the strains of widowhood.  Her parents had loved each other so, something that she wished she would know at some point in her life.  Despite her intentions of never marrying—or, at least, resolved to spinsterhood—deep down she yearned for true love, for feeling a deep passion for another.  She heaved a sigh.  

"Of course not, Mother.  Not a word except for tending to Stephens and whatever is ailing him.  I do wish I had brought some of my herbs . . . "
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