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      To my husband, Brandon, who stole my heart with letters—even if there weren’t nearly as many as I would have liked

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “Praise the heavens! A bee!”

      Joanna Carmichael raised a brow, watching Sir Leonard Elkins clap with a childlike glee that belied his three-and-thirty years as a bee emerged from the nearest primrose.

      “Spread your wings, little one,” he said as it hovered for a moment. “Your time has finally come.” He smiled with a look of deep satisfaction as he followed its zig-zagging progress away from them and toward the wickets being placed in the sprawling field in front of Briarwood Estate, where the cricket match would shortly be played.

      “Splendid, my dear,” said his mother, Lady Elkins, in the most matronly tone Joanna had heard used with a full-grown adult. “Cause for celebration, I am sure. But let us not forget the introduction.”

      Sir Leonard had stooped to sniff the cheddar pink the bee had been visiting, but he stood straight at his mother’s words and, blinking, faced Joanna, who stood beside her younger sister and parents.

      Joanna didn’t dare glance at her sister, Frances. She could already imagine her sister’s expression. It would betray everything she was feeling, just as it always did, and once Frances’s face showed her emotion, her mouth was never far behind.

      On the journey from Bath to Briarwood, that mouth had filled the carriage with talk of the infamous highwayman plaguing the roads of north Somerset, until their father had been unable to bear the silliness, as he called it, any longer. Joanna might have been grateful for her father’s intervention except that it was followed by Frances’s whispered speculation on the hair color and height of Joanna’s intended. It had been the last thing Joanna needed as she fought her own anxiety at the prospect of meeting the man she would likely marry.

      So, Joanna strategically avoided Frances’s eye now that Sir Leonard stood before them in all his glory: an inch shorter—and a few inches narrower—than Joanna, with a jaw that hung somewhat slack and blond hair that was swept forward in a manner Caesar himself would have envied. He seemed like the sort of man to take himself far too seriously, and Joanna felt misgiving settle into the pit of her stomach.

      Sir Leonard’s nose twitched suddenly, and Joanna bit her cheek at the sight of yellow pollen on the tip. She couldn’t decide whether it was endearing or ridiculous.

      She ignored the elbow Frances nudged into her side and smiled at Sir Leonard. He returned a smile of his own, and Joanna felt herself relax at its genuineness. She could abide a bit of eccentricity as long as it was not accompanied by arrogance.

      “Sir Leonard and Lady Elkins,” Joanna’s father said, “you are already acquainted with my wife, Lady Sandford, but allow me to introduce you to my daughters, Miss Joanna Carmichael and Miss Frances.”

      Lady Elkins’ gaze was fixed on Joanna as she greeted both of them, and Joanna had the distinct feeling of being measured up. That was normal. It was natural that Sir Leonard and his mother should be as curious about Joanna as she herself was about them.

      When she rose from her curtsy, a significant look from Lady Elkins at her son was followed by his shuffling forward and putting out a hand in invitation for Joanna to give him hers. Trying not to betray her surprise, she did so, and Sir Leonard placed a chaste kiss upon the back of her glove. It might have been a romantic gesture if not for the rehearsed nature of it—and the way Sir Leonard’s eyes jumped to his mother for approval. There was no need for the gesture. Joanna didn’t aspire to a love match, and she certainly hoped that was not Sir Leonard’s expectation. She glanced at her father questioningly, but he himself was blinking in surprise.

      An awkward silence followed the kiss, and Joanna clasped her hands before her, clearing her throat. “How wonderful it is to see sunshine after a spell of gray and rain.” It was an admittedly desperate reach for any conversation; Joanna was partial to cool weather and a sky covered in clouds.

      “Indeed,” Sir Leonard said, apparently pleased with her weak attempt at conversation. “Warm enough to coax our treasured Apis mellifera from its cozy hive.”

      “My son takes a special interest in bees,” Lady Elkins explained unnecessarily. “He has been looking for their emergence for some weeks now.”

      Sir Leonard nodded, his eyes on the nearest flowers again, and he rocked from side to side as he peered at them hopefully.

      “How dull your winters must be,” Frances said.

      “My dear,” Lady Elkins said with a hint of condescension, “surely you are aware that winter is a time of pivotal importance for the honeybee.”

      Frances’s brows rose. “I was not aware.”

      Apparently sensing his knowledge was required, Sir Leonard’s attention returned to them. “Oh, yes. They remain in the hive, huddled together and fluttering to keep warm, clustered, of course, around the queen.” His eyes flitted to Joanna, and she was immediately aware that Frances had not missed the brief glance, for she emitted a laugh, which quickly turned into a cough.

      Joanna grasped for a new line of conversation, looking to the wickets in the background. “Do you play today, Sir Leonard?” He did not look like the sort of man who engaged in any type of sport.

      “Leonard is an excellent cricket player,” Lady Elkins said, as though the suggestion that he might not be playing was one that needed to be addressed and routed immediately.

      “Mother says I am an excellent cricket player,” Sir Leonard repeated.

      Joanna smiled. “I do not doubt it.” Lady Elkins was not thus far a likable woman, but Joanna was determined not to let that deter her. Some people needed to be won over, and Joanna was confident that she was capable of it. This was the match her father wished for—a desirable connection between two well-established families—and she would do everything in her power to ensure its success. It was the sensible thing, after all, and Joanna was nothing if not sensible.

      “I do my best,” Sir Leonard said humbly. He straightened suddenly, his gaze locked on something behind Joanna. “Ah! There is Lord Ryecombe. I must speak with him before the match begins.” He leaned toward his mother. “With a willow or two on the estate, he might attract both Andrena cineraria and Andrena fulva.” He turned toward Joanna. “I shall hope for the opportunity to speak with you after the match, Miss Carmichael.” He bowed to her and then to the rest of her family.

      Lady Elkins gave a slight nod of the head and took her son’s arm, accompanying him in the direction of Lord Ryecombe.

      Joanna could feel her family’s eyes on her, the air thick with silence, and she hurried to fill the pause. “I rather think we should find some seats before they are all taken. Do you not agree? I imagine you are tired, Mama.” She certainly looked it. She hadn’t said anything beyond her initial greeting to the Elkinses. Joanna and her father were hoping her mother’s time in Bath would strengthen her after the particularly fierce period of fever she had experienced a few weeks since.

      “A bit tired,” her mother admitted, her quiet but shrewd eyes upon Joanna.

      “Mama and Papa can find us seats,” Frances said, taking Joanna’s arm, “while we find some refreshment.”

      Joanna allowed herself to be pulled toward the tents, resigning herself to her sister’s determined conversation. Joanna would have liked more time to mull over the implications of the last few minutes—they were certainly far-reaching. And full of bees. But Frances would not be able to contain herself after the encounter with the Elkinses, and she was not one to wait. She was nearly six years Joanna’s junior, but she had always been the sort to take charge and pursue exactly what she wanted.

      “Well,” she said significantly as they made their way toward the tents, “that was enlightening, was it not? I would complain about what a bore the day is likely to be, but now that I see what your entire life shall be like, I would never dare.”

      “Oh, hush, Frances,” said Joanna, feeling suddenly snappish as they reached the shade of the tents. In truth, she was feeling a bit deflated after meeting Sir Leonard. She had taken such a firm stance on making a sensible match that she hadn’t truly considered the type of personality Sir Leonard might have.

      There was an array of desserts—sponge cake, plum cake, strawberry turnovers, cherry and lemon tarts—spread upon the table before them. A man with his back turned to them stood on the opposite side of the table, sipping from a cup.

      “Sir Leonard was perfectly amiable,” Joanna said.

      Frances let out something akin to a snort, and the man glanced over his shoulder. His clothing proclaimed him to be a man of small means, and his stature made Joanna guess that he would be playing cricket on the team made up of laborers. If the rest of the players on his team were built upon such lines, and if the opposing team of gentlemen was built upon Sir Leonard’s lines, there was no doubt at all who would win.

      Frances took a plate and began to fill it with pastries. “And you wish for your betrothed to be perfectly amiable?”

      “He is not my betrothed,” Joanna corrected, though she immediately regretted it. Frances was trying to provoke her, and refining too much upon her word choice was only giving her her way.

      “He soon shall be, though. Unless”—Frances’s hand hovered over a lemon tart—“you wish for me to intervene. There is still time to do better than perfectly amiable, Jo.”

      Joanna laughed as she took a plate of her own in hand. Frances was a romantic, and she was determined that Joanna should become one, too. “Have you someone particular in mind, then?”

      Frances shrugged. “Someone more exciting, at the very least—someone who will give you adventure rather than lecturing you on the winter habits of Apis meffiffly-whatever. Someone a bit dashing, even.”

      Joanna shot her a look. “Someone like your precious Paladin, for instance? Is that who you would choose for my husband? If so, I think I shall forgo your assistance.”

      Frances stopped and looked at her, brows knit. “Certainly not the Paladin.” She shifted the plum cake to make room for a turnover. “He would be wasted upon you—you have no appreciation for him. No, I reserve the Paladin for myself, of course.”

      Joanna gave a scoffing laugh. “If you can convince Father to allow such a match, I wish you joy of your highwayman—and your future in gaol together. How very romantic that sounds.”

      “Nonsense. Gaol is no place for the Paladin.”

      “And yet, that is certainly where he shall wind up,” Joanna said dryly.

      Frances shook her head. “He is far too intelligent—and far too handsome—to be caught.”

      “Assuming, of course, that your bias for attractive men is shared by constables and justices. Besides, what evidence have you of said intelligence or good looks? Personal experience, no doubt?”

      Frances sighed. “If only! I was very disappointed indeed that we were not waylaid on the way here.”

      Joanna raised a brow. “It would be a particularly obtuse highwayman, not an intelligent one, who held up a carriage in the light of day, Fran. In any case, he is bound to make a mistake, and I suspect you shall think him much less worthy of admiration when he is clapped in irons and peering at you out of a dirty cell in Newgate—or even if you could see him right now, for that matter. He is likely sprawled and unconscious on the floor of some tavern out of which he shall be thrown for inability to pay.”

      “He is doing nothing of the sort!” she said hotly. “For my part, I suspect he is a man of substance—perhaps even titled—but certainly bored of his mundane existence and in need of adventure.” She sighed. “And love.”

      Joanna stifled an eye roll and set another tart on her plate. “And this is why he kisses every woman he meets during his exploits?” What Frances found enticing in a man who so widely distributed his favors amongst woman was a mystery.

      “Can you imagine it?” Frances said, and her gaze grew wistful. “Being kissed by the Paladin? The mere thought is so romantic, I might expire right here.” She put the back of her hand to her forehead and made as if to fall back into Joanna’s arms.

      Joanna pushed her away. “Good gracious, Frances. You are precisely the type of young lady rakes prey on. If you insist on conjuring up such visions, there is nothing I can do to prevent you, of course, but pray keep them to yourself in front of Lady Elkins. I suspect she will force Sir Leonard to run for the hills if she discovers your plans with the Paladin.”

      Frances seemed to come out of her reverie, and her nose scrunched up. “She certainly looks to be strait-laced—not at all amiable. But the Paladin is not a rake, Jo. I am certain of it.”

      “Certain of it because it aligns with your personal preference?” Joanna said.

      “No, because all the reports insist that he is a gentleman.” Frances moved around toward the other side of the table, and the man moved out of her way. He wore a wide-brimmed hat that cast a shadow over a face equipped with a fine jaw with a hint of stubble upon it. His gaze flitted from Frances to Joanna, where it lingered a moment before returning to his cup.

      Had he been listening to their conversation? She could hardly blame him for it, but there was a twinkle of amusement in his eye that put up her hackles. Joanna might find Frances ridiculous, but it was not an opinion she wished for anyone else to share.

      Whatever the case, it was time to leave. She looked to Frances, who had piled her plate with enough desserts to feed the gentlemen’s team.

      Joanna pulled in her lips to stop a smile. “Do you intend to transfer the entirety of the refreshment table to your plate, or shall we go find Mama and Papa?”

      Frances shot her a look, but behind the annoyance, it was characteristically good-humored. “I meant it when I said that today is bound to be a dead bore. I have never been able to understand cricket. These refreshments—and the view of the men playing, of course—shall be my only comfort. If Father attempts to make us stay after the match, I shall throw a fit.”

      She picked up another cherry tart and turned to leave the tent, only to stop again, putting a hand out to prevent Joanna from going, as well. “On second thought, let us wait here a little longer. Mama and Papa are speaking with Lord Ryecombe, and I cannot abide that man.” She set the plate down on the table and picked up a turnover, biting into it and letting out a close-eyed groan of satisfaction.

      Joanna sighed, but as she had no liking for Lord Ryecombe either, she relented and set her plate down next to Frances’s, taking a lemon tart for herself.

      “I cannot understand why Father insists on keeping company with such a man,” Frances said with a mouth full of dessert and a curious eye inspecting the turnover. “He is the most disagreeable person imaginable.”

      Joanna flashed her sister a warning look. It was unlikely, given how he was dressed, that the man nearby was personally acquainted with Lord Ryecombe—and even less likely that he liked the earl—but Frances needed to learn how to better guard her tongue. It was precisely why their father had allowed her to come along to Bath. He wanted her to learn how to comport herself, and Joanna was to set that example.

      Joanna walked to where the cups of lemonade sat. “And yet, it is only thanks to him you are eating—or rather devouring—that pastry.”

      “Yes, well, it is his cook I shall thank, not him. I hope the gentlemen lose just to spite him.” She looked at Joanna, as though a thought had occurred to her. “Or does he himself mean to play? Perhaps he will trip.” She looked pleased at the image this conjured up.

      “Frances,” Joanna said censoriously, shooting a look at the man nearby again. He met eyes with her for a moment, and his lip twitched. The twinkle she had seen before was there again, stronger than ever, and she grimaced.

      He pulled a face as if to say, If the shoe fits . . . and Joanna tried to control her lips to prevent a smile.

      “You mustn’t say such things,” Joanna said.

      Frances shrugged, a mischievous look on her face. “Perhaps not, but I will still be thinking them, so what is the difference? Ah, Ryecombe is finally leaving—Sir Leonard seems to want another word with him, though. Ha! I rather like Sir Leonard at the moment. Perhaps he will exhaust his talk of bees on the earl so that you are not obliged to listen to more of it. Poor Joanna.”

      Joanna let out an aggravated breath as she picked up her plate. It would be a long day indeed, but she doubted whether she would be allowed the luxury of a boring day with Frances’s tongue as her companion.
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      Reginald Sinclair took the last sip of lemonade left in his cup, watching the two young women walk off with their pastry-laden plates. He chuckled lightly and set his cup down. He didn’t know whom he should be more amused by, the younger woman, Frances, who was apparently determined to marry the Paladin, or the older of the two, who was lightly contemptuous of him. He couldn’t help but be intrigued by the latter—Jo, had he heard her called? Most women swooned over the Paladin.

      “Captain! Captain Sinclair!”

      Reggie turned toward the voice. Jared Cooper was on the edge of the pitch, motioning him over. Reggie chuckled and shook his head at the appellation. He was captain only of his cricket team, but Cooper insisted on referring to him that way at all times.

      “Be there in a moment—Doctor Cooper,” Reggie called back. Cooper shot him an unamused look—he was a surgeon rather than a doctor, and he was frequently obliged to correct people who insisted on calling him the former—then nodded and turned away.

      The wickets had all been set in their places, and most of the seats surrounding the pitch were already occupied—by those cheering on the gentlemen’s team, naturally.

      Reggie picked up the canvas knapsack at his feet and slung it over his shoulder, searching the surrounding area for somewhere he could hide it. He hadn’t intended to bring it to the match, but when the day had dawned sunny and warm, he hadn’t been able to resist. There was an element of adventure to engaging in his nighttime escapades in the rain, but he was always reticent to dirty his father’s clothing, and he preferred not to worry about waking his aunt and uncle when he crept back into the house with his squeaking boots after they were asleep.

      He walked over to the nearest cluster of bushes and, glancing around to ensure no one was paying him any heed, dropped the knapsack between two shrubs. He took a mental note of the position of the plants. It wouldn’t just be unfortunate if he forgot the location of the sack—it could well mean ending the night in gaol.

      With swift footsteps, he made his way toward the pitch. The team of gentlemen they would be playing against stood together on the side opposite the laborers, attired in matching clothing Reggie and his teammates couldn’t dream of owning, much less playing a cricket match in—fine, starched cravats, unwrinkled pantaloons, and crisp, white shirts. They laughed and conversed with the ease and confidence only privilege and money could beget.

      Reggie tightened his jaw. His team had to win this match.

      “Mr. Sinclair, is it not?”

      Reggie stopped and turned toward Lord Ryecombe, manufacturing a smile. “Yes, my lord.” 

      How the man had any doubt about his surname was beyond Reggie. This cricket match was an annual tradition, always hosted by Lord Ryecombe, and Reggie had been captain of the worker’s team for the past three years. It was only to be expected of a man as arrogant as Ryecombe, though. The men on the team of laborers were nothing to him. It was a wonder he let them on his property at all.

      “I am told that you are the captain,” Ryecombe said.

      Reggie nodded. Just as I always am.

      “Sinclair.” Lord Ryecombe studied him for a moment, as though experiencing a glimmer of recognition. “Your father sought to be a banker at one time, did he not?”

      Reggie’s muscles went taut at the reference to his father. Lord Ryecombe’s choice of words—sought to be—might have been calculated to offend. He wouldn’t allow the earl to see his offense, though. “He was a banker, my lord. In Bath.”

      “Met an unfortunate end, didn’t he? A shame, that. If things had gone differently, you might have been playing for my team today.”

      Reggie could find nothing civil to respond to this—hearing it said aloud by Lord Ryecombe irritated him to no end, despite the fact that Reggie had had the same thought. He forced a smile, though, wondering if the man before him was the very reason his father had met an unfortunate end, as the earl so mildly chose to phrase it. The man responsible was somewhere out there, and Reggie couldn’t help looking askance at all the gentlemen in attendance today for that reason.

      Lord Ryecombe’s gaze slipped past Reggie to the workers behind him, readying themselves to play. “I hope you will communicate to your teammates that, though only one of the teams here lays claim to the title of gentlemen, I expect the comportment of all involved in the match today to be above reproach.”

      Beneath his calm façade, Reggie’s blood boiled. This was precisely why he was here today—and precisely why he had brought his knapsack along with him. He would have victory on the pitch today if it was the last thing he did. And it would be followed by victories on the road, as well, against people like Lord Ryecombe. Reggie would have given much to waylay his lordship’s carriage—to frighten the man senseless.

      Reggie gave an ironic nod. “I will do my best to help them understand that, my lord, though I believe last year it was your team who received the majority of penalties for conduct unbefitting. If you will excuse me, sir.” He bowed and strode toward the pitch, forcing his jaw to loosen, for it was starting to ache.

      Gathering the other players around him, he set his hand on the shoulders of his fellow laborers, letting his gaze fall on each man individually. He knew Cooper best, but all of them were men he respected. On his right was Philip Jenkins, who bred the finest horses in Somerset, and on his left, Michael Cavinder—a budding artist who, Reggie suspected, had as little liking for Ryecombe as Reggie had. Continuing around the circle, there were farmers, a blacksmith, a baker, a carpenter, and a mason. Fine men, even if they were less fortunate in circumstance than the men they would play against.

      “My friends,” Reggie said, “today is a rare opportunity. It is not every day we have the chance to meet these men as equals—to look into their eyes squarely and hold our heads high.”

      “Or hurtle a ball at their heads,” Cavinder said with a wink.

      The men all chuckled, including Reggie, though he tried to do it grudgingly. 

      “I want only fair play,” he said as the laughter died down. “My point is that on this pitch”—he looked around—“all advantages are cast aside, and we can prove ourselves—we can force those people out there to acknowledge that we are their equals, their superiors even, in at least one way. We will win today. And we will give the other team and the spectators here no reason to doubt that we deserved it.”

      The men’s smiles faded into more serious expressions as they all nodded.

      “Go on, then,” Reggie said with a smile. “No reason to delay the victory.”

      The men clapped one another on the back and took their places on the pitch. Reggie sought out Lord Ryecombe, whom he found in whispering consultation with an umpire. The latter was nodding at whatever he was being told.

      Reggie sighed resignedly. No doubt the earl was making his wishes known. The umpire belonged to the gentlemen’s set, after all. Just one more obstacle stacked against Reggie and his team.

      He searched the crowd of spectators, most of whom were sitting, though some had been forced to stand due to lack of seats. Most of those standing were the few supporters of the laborer team who had been able to attend. Taking the better part of a day for something like a cricket match was a privilege only the gentry were able to easily afford. Reggie was already feeling guilty for his absence at the post office, but his uncle had assured him they would manage without him.

      His eyes settled on the older of the two young women who had been at the refreshment table—Jo. Her bonnet cast a shadow over her face, making her brows seem all the darker, but a few honey gold ringlets peeked out below her bonnet.

      He knew a silly desire to prove himself to her. She had said nothing about him, of course—her only acknowledgement of him had been a few glances and a commiserating grimace. But her words about the Paladin had been enough to both amuse and pique him.

      He took his place on the pitch, well aware that Lord Ryecombe had situated himself so the umpire to whom he had been speaking was in his line of sight.

      Reggie’s assumptions proved to be true. The umpires showed a subtle but obvious preference for the other team, to the point that Reggie even saw one or two of the gentlemen frown at their judgments. Most of them, however, seemed to agree—quite vocally—with the umpires’ calls, and Lord Ryecombe looked as pleased as punch.

      When Reggie’s team began their turn at bat, though, their skill and determination was quickly apparent, and there was only so much the umpires could do to stymie the lessening disparity between the scores without causing an uproar amongst players and spectators alike.

      By the time it was Reggie’s turn at bat, the laborer team had inched forward into the lead and he was itching for his chance to prove his own and his teammates’ merit. He took the bat in hand, letting his fingers grip the smooth wood and adjust to a comfortable position. It was a fine bat, and he released his hold to take a closer look. Steele and Son was branded near the handle, and he made a mental note to compliment the carver on the fineness of his work. Whatever the arrogance of the gentlemen’s team, they wouldn’t be able to engage in such sport without laborers like Steele.

      Reggie took his position as batsman, holding the bat low and keeping his eyes on the bowler, a tall and spindly man Reggie recognized as a Bath resident. The man kept his eyes on Reggie and, in a sequence of quick motions, bowled the ball toward Reggie, who adjusted his bat in preparation then swung it at the fast-approaching ball. With a large whack, it sailed into the air.

      There was a crying out, and a chair tipped over in the direction the ball had gone. Reggie’s eyes widened as a number of women screamed. 

      “Is he injured?” someone asked as more people rose from their chairs.

      The man nearest the fallen chair bent over and assisted Lord Ryecombe up from the ground, but the earl rocked back and forth, hands over his mouth.

      Reggie set down the bat and hurried toward them. He hadn’t hit the earl intentionally, but perhaps his dislike of the man had been channeled through the bat and into the ball.

      “Who hurt him?” cried out a woman who hadn’t ceased talking to the woman next to her for more than five seconds at a time since the match started.

      “Is there a physician?” someone asked urgently.

      “I am a doctor.” Cooper pushed through the crowd of people surrounding Lord Ryecombe, who pulled his hands away from his face long enough to reveal a set of blazing eyes and a bloody, swollen lip.

      “I am more than well, Cooper,” the earl said testily as he covered his mouth again. “Continue with the match!” he commanded in a garbled voice.

      “Forgive me, sir,” replied Cooper, “but I must insist that you allow me to see to the wound, if only to ensure nothing worse comes of it.”

      Lord Ryecombe tried to swat him away. “You are thimply trying to throw the game.” 

      Reggie ducked his head and bit his lip to prevent the smile threatening to betray him at the man’s sudden lisping speech. Now that he was confident the earl had suffered no serious injury, he could find a bit of humor and satisfaction in the situation. Perhaps now Lord Ryecombe would reconsider maintaining such a close proximity to the umpires—or attempting to interfere with the outcome of the match.

      “Upon my honor, he’ll pay for thith!”

      Reggie had no trouble identifying himself as the he Lord Ryecombe referred to. How the earl intended to make Reggie pay, Reggie didn’t know, but the earl’s words removed any intention of Reggie’s to apologize.

      “Play on!” Lord Ryecombe said. “I demand the game go on.”

      Reggie turned away and moved back through the crowds toward the pitch. Lord Ryecombe clearly thought the gentlemen would still win the match.

      Not if Reggie had anything to say about things.

      “Well, he did not trip, after all, but I, for one, shan’t complain about the outcome.”

      “Frances!”

      Reggie turned to find the young women from the refreshment tent but a few feet away.

      “Not such a boring day, after all,” Frances said, seemingly immune to her sister’s chastisement. “Now, if only we can persuade Father against staying for dinner. Though, hearing Lord Ryecombe lisp his way through the conversation has a certain allure, I admit.” She met eyes with Reggie, and they narrowed for a moment, then her mouth drew into a smile. “It was you!” She gave a small curtsy. “My compliments on your skill with a cricket bat, sir. May your success continue and bring you victory.”

      “Excuse my sister,” Jo said, pulling the younger girl by the arm. “It is best to disregard everything she says.”

      “You do not wish me victory, then?” Reggie asked, unable to help himself.

      She blinked, and her sister laughed. “I imagine my wishes have very little to do with it.”

      “Nonsense, Jo,” her sister said. “You said not two minutes ago that you were praying for the laborers to win—and you agreed with me that they have the advantage in appearance.”

      Jo’s eyes widened, and she sent Reggie a glance that was half-apology, half-request for sympathy as she gave a slight, stiff nod and pulled her sister away.

      Reggie chuckled, watching them another moment as Jo seemed to give her sister an earful, then he made his way back to the pitch, more determined than ever for a victory.
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      Reggie secured his black wig and peered through the leaves that obscured the road from his view as he set a cocked hat atop his head. There was no one on the road just now, but the sun was nearing the horizon, and its softening light made little yellow halos around everything. The majority of those at the match had already passed by, and Reggie had let them go unmolested. He preferred to do things in the dark—and certainly not when a second carriage was likely to come upon him mid-theft. There was an inn, too, not far down the road, and when he chose a carriage to waylay, it would certainly be one that had already passed that establishment. He would not make it so easy for them to call for a constable.

      The victory at Briarwood had thrilled him and his teammates, but the euphoria had been fleeting. When the time had come to take his leave, Reggie had seen Lord Ryecombe directing his servants to prepare dinner for a select number of guests, and it had thrown cold water over the fire of the victory. The laborers might have beaten the gentlemen at cricket, but in every other way that mattered, they were on the losing team. One match could not make up for all the inequity, and it was that thought which had solidified his intention to go out on the road when dark fell—to gain another type of victory over these people with far more money, privilege, and power than they merited.

      Reggie’s horse, a liver chestnut mare he had dubbed Reckoning, grazed contentedly on the tall grass surrounding them, and Reggie admired her for a moment, taking out the lemon tart he had brought along with him from the match and taking a bite. He and Reckoning had been on many an adventure together in the past few months. He wasn’t certain how much longer they could manage to continue as they were, but he was confident that there was time left to them. Public opinion was still decidedly in their favor, and Reggie would do what he could to ensure that continued.

      Finishing off the tart, he looked down at the ensemble he wore to ensure everything was in order. It was strange to see it in the light of day; he usually waited until dark had fallen to change his attire. He looked like a man transported from three decades ago. From the curls of his black wig and his ruffled shirtfront and sleeves to the quizzing glass chain hanging from his neck—everything he wore had belonged to his father. It was equal parts homage and disguise, and if Reggie had favored his father more, the people he waylaid might have thought themselves facing Joseph Sinclair himself, come back from the dead to haunt them. It was fitting that he should have his revenge upon the set of people responsible for his father’s demise while wearing his clothing.

      Of course, Reggie didn’t know whether any of the people he had stolen from over the past few months had personally participated in his father’s unjust fate, but there was little to choose amongst those privileged with power and wealth—they protected their own at all costs. Reggie suspected that was why he had managed to garner so much favor amongst the public—he wore fine clothing, he spoke properly, and he acted with chivalry. If he had acted like a run-of-the-mill ruffian, his victims would have had no compunction in sending the constable after him.

      He looked up and toward the road, wondering who he would meet tonight. Somewhere out there was the man primarily responsible for what had happened to his father, and if there was any justice in the world, Reggie would come upon his carriage one of these nights. He would never know for certain, of course, for his aunt and uncle refused to tell him the man’s name.

      Jaw tight, he set his own folded and grass-streaked clothes into the knapsack and pulled out the last remaining items: a black mask with strings hanging from both sides and a pistol. He had never had occasion to use the second item, and he trusted tonight would be no different. It was a tool meant for defense and nothing else.

      He tied the strings behind his head and adjusted the mask. Reckoning’s ears twitched for a moment, and Reggie heard the distant sounds of carriage wheels approaching. He considered hopping onto Reckoning rather than twiddling his thumbs with no guarantee when the next carriage would come—or if it would be the sort he cared to waylay. He always let stagecoaches pass uninhibited. The sort of people obliged to take a stagecoach were generally not the type he felt justified in robbing. Mail coaches, too, he left alone. The last thing he wished to do was make life at the post office more difficult for his aunt and uncle.

      As the carriage drew nearer and the debate continued in his head, a loud crunching sound met his ears, and the equipage stopped. Reggie didn’t need to look for himself to guess what had just happened, but he did want to see how serious the accident was or if anyone was injured.

      He pushed aside the foliage and peered down the way. A burgundy carriage with black trim sat somewhat askew at the side of the road, and a woman dressed in black was stepping down, bracing herself on the door frame to keep her balance. Reggie retreated back into the bushes. He could rob them—they were certainly in a vulnerable position for it—or he could help them. He had once pushed a carriage out of the mud when it had become stuck after he had waylaid it. It had seemed like the least he could do for the kind, elderly couple within.

      But he couldn’t assist this carriage in his Paladin garb while it was still light outside, and that would mean changing his clothes only to change them yet again once he had done what he could to help.

      He sighed and reached for his knapsack, but his hand stilled mid-air as the sound of more carriage wheels reached him. He cocked his ear, listening as the carriage passed by him and continued on, only to come to a stop after another minute.

      He relaxed. The newcomers would help the distressed carriage, and he could set to finding a better place on the road for the task at hand. He strapped the knapsack behind the saddle and untied Reckoning from the tree, swinging up into the saddle and signaling his readiness to go. Reckoning took a reluctant final mouthful of grass and obeyed her master’s commands, chomping as she walked.

      They made their way through the field at a sedate pace for nearly a mile, until twilight had settled over the countryside. As the light disappeared, Reggie’s confidence and anticipation increased. Night had come to feel like his time. After long days spent running around the post office, sorting letters, and delivering them, the dark offered him freedom—freedom from his work and freedom from his identity. Amongst the contained streets of Bath, he was a clerk and a letter carrier; out in the wide-open countryside, he could be whatever and whoever he wanted to be.

      Reckoning’s ears flicked in the direction of the road, and Reggie pulled back on the reins, feeling his heart begin to race with expectation as the telltale rumbling built in the distance. He guided his mare to the brush at the side of the road, focusing on the sound of the hoofbeats, which told him that the approaching carriage was pulled by four horses. He took a quick peek down the road and satisfied himself that it was not a stagecoach or mail coach, then pulled back and waited. After these past few months, he had become adept at judging the distance of carriages.

      At the precise moment, he urged Reckoning forward, and they lunged into the road. Reggie pulled up on the reins when they reached the middle and guided Reckoning so they faced the carriage, then he raised an arm and raised his pistol straight up into the air. He kept his eyes on the postillion for any sign of a blunderbuss, but the man pulled up on the reins in a hurry once the carriage lanterns reached far enough to illuminate Reggie. The postillion stared at Reggie with startled, wide eyes. Holding the reins with one hand, he put the other one up in a show of surrender.

      “Stand and deliver!” Reggie called out, keeping his voice somewhat gruff.

      The chaise window slid down, and a man’s head appeared. Reggie’s muscles were tight as he prepared himself for the possibility of a pistol barrel being pointed at him and leveled his own in that direction. But instead, the man smiled genially, said something that sounded suspiciously like Capital!, and retreated back into the chaise. There was a bit of commotion as it rocked and leaned, as though the people within were changing places.

      Reggie dismounted with a glance at the postillion, who still had a hand up, and, satisfied that the man posed no danger to him, faced the carriage. “Choose your commissar—”

      The door opened, and a woman stepped out.

      The man’s head emerged behind her in the doorway. “Go on, dear,” he said excitedly. “He shan’t hurt you. The pistol is merely for show—unloaded, certainly.” He looked at Reggie again, and his expression showed sudden signs of doubt. “You are the Paladin, are you not?”

      “Of course he is!” the young woman said as she stepped onto the road and brushed at her skirts. She wore a dark ball dress and satin gloves that glinted in the moonlight. One of her hands clutched a reticule.

      “Oh, what a tale this shall make!” said the man in the carriage gleefully. “No one shall credit it!”

      Somewhat bewildered, Reggie kept his pistol visible, though it was beginning to seem rather unlikely that he would need to use it.

      “Here,” said the woman, walking toward him with her reticule extended. “A pair of earrings, a bracelet, and a mirror. You can verify if you would like.”

      Reggie took the reticule with a bit of hesitation, and opened his mouth, only to be cut off.

       “Oh!” The young woman put a hand to her neck, where a pearl necklace was draped. “I nearly forgot these.” She stretched her arms back to work at the clasp. “Though, they are not real pearls, I’m afraid. I was obliged to sell those when Nigel frittered away two hundred pounds playing hazard last year.”

      “I never could resist a wager!” Nigel called from the chaise sunnily.

      “Oh, fiddle!” the young woman said. “This clasp was ever a bother. Would you help me?” She turned her back to Reggie, who blinked.

      His victims had become increasingly excitable when he waylaid them—an inevitable effect of the strange reputation he had acquired—but this was beyond the pale. Frowning, he put the reticule on the ground and set his fingers to the necklace clasp. He glanced up at the man he assumed to be this woman’s husband, who was watching with interest and offered Reggie a nod of encouragement.

      “I have found it will give if you push with your right hand,” he said, demonstrating the gesture on an invisible necklace.

      With a bit of finagling, Reggie managed to undo the clasp.

      “Bravo!” said the man called Nigel. “A tricky necklace if ever there was one. We shall be glad to have it off our hands.”

      The young woman turned toward Reggie, smiling, and held up the string of faux pearls, nodding at the reticule on the ground. He picked it up and pulled the drawstring open, allowing her to drop the pearls inside, then cinched it again. When he raised his eyes, he found the woman’s eyes upon him, looking at him expectantly.

      “Well?” She rubbed her lips together.

      Reggie couldn’t stop a baffled chuckle. This must surely be a dream—a strange, contorted dream. Again, his gaze flitted to the woman’s husband. Surely, the man must draw the line somewhere.

      But Nigel still wore the same encouraging smile, and he even went so far as to wink at Reggie.

      The young woman was closing her eyes now, her chin lifted and her lips slightly puckered. Reggie’s own lips twitched slightly, but he quickly controlled them then leaned down and, after another moment of hesitation, pressed his lips against hers briefly.

      He pulled away just as she let out a grand sigh, eyes still closed.

      Clapping came from the window, and Reggie felt more certain than ever that he was experiencing a dream. He was hardly aware of the snippets of conversation that followed, but he soon found himself watching the chaise drive off and a head poking out of the windows on both sides of the chaise as the man and woman waved to him.

      Bemused, he took Reckoning in hand, pulling her to the side of the road as he processed the last five minutes. There was something incredibly humbling—no, humbling wasn’t a strong enough word . . . humiliating—there was something humiliating about what had just occurred.

      He had not been the one in control of this particular encounter. Neither, though, had he been in control of the reputation he had developed. It had been both fascinating and aggravating to hear how details of his encounters were twisted by the public into something hardly resembling the truth. Somehow, he had become not just a gallant highwayman, but one who insisted upon taking a kiss from a woman in each carriage he stopped.

      But he never had insisted. Indeed, the first time it had happened, it had been the woman who had kissed him, much to his surprise. And yet now it was an expectation—and one he found himself obliged to meet in order to maintain goodwill amongst his victims.

      The knowledge that, even in this instance as a man operating outside the law, those in power and wealth managed to control him in such ways grated upon him. It hardly felt like revenge when things were handed to him so willingly.

      He looked in the direction of the chaise as its lanterns faded into small specks and then disappeared around a bend. General goodwill was certainly desirable, for it protected him against capture, but this. It hardly felt like taking justice into his own hands and avenging the wrongs committed against his father if people complied with his demands so . . . willingly.

      Reckoning nudged him with his muzzle, and Reggie shook himself, leading her away from the road. The night was still young. He would move another mile or two down the road—there was no chance of Nigel or his wife sending the constable after him, after all—and there, he would choose one more carriage to intercept. This time, though, he would take back control, reassert himself as the adventurous, charming, and determined figure he had always meant to be. A little fear and exhilaration instilled in his victims would not be a bad thing.
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      Joanna allowed Sir Leonard to hand her up into the carriage—his carriage. Behind her followed her mother, Frances, Lady Elkins, and finally Sir Leonard himself. It was dark already, and they had been at Briarwood far longer than Joanna had anticipated. Only the fragile health of her mother and the kindness of the Elkinses had saved them from being obliged to stay even longer.

      Once Frances’s amusement at Lord Ryecombe’s lisp had dissipated, she had thrown her promised fit, pestering their father to allow them to leave and complaining of her boredom and fatigue until he had asked Sir Leonard to accompany his wife and daughters back to Bath. He had important business with Lord Ryecombe.

      The coachman shut the door as Sir Leonard squeezed onto the seat beside his mother, putting him across from Joanna. In the dim light of the carriage, she offered him a polite smile, which he returned with a genial grin.

      This was a good thing—a carriage ride with the Elkinses. The more time Joanna had with Sir Leonard and his mother, the sooner she could allay Lady Elkins’ fears regarding the match, whatever those were. She found it difficult, though, to understand what could be giving the woman pause. Joanna was the daughter of a baron, after all. There was no scandal attached to her name, and while she was not just out of the schoolroom, she believed this was to her credit, as she had proven the stability of her character, something which seemed of great importance to Lady Elkins.

      The coach pulled forward, and Joanna wondered to herself how much of the journey to Bath might be filled with discussion of bees and flowers. Or how much of her life, for that matter. She had brushed off Frances’s teasing earlier, but it had settled in her mind like a seed, and it seemed to be taking root and sprouting already. Perhaps it would continue to grow into a flower that Sir Leonard’s bees would appreciate.

      She sighed.

      “What an interesting day,” Lady Elkins said as the carriage rumbled down the lane that led away from Briarwood, lit with lanterns on both sides.

      “Indeed,” said Joanna’s mother in a civil but tired voice.

      “Yes, quite,” Sir Leonard said, his gaze directed out of the window with a wistful glint. “I caught sight of a Bombus pascuorum hovering over a patch of bluebells.”

      “How very thrilling,” Frances quipped, and Joanna shot an elbow into her sister’s side.

      “Bluebells,” Joanna replied with a smile. “Is it not late in the year for them?”

      Sir Leonard looked at her fixedly for a moment. “Yes, you are quite right, only, with the excessively cold weather we have had the past few weeks, many of the flowers are appearing later in the season. Are you a student of flowers, Miss Carmichael?”

      “Oh, not a student, no. An admirer, though, certainly.”

      Sir Leonard’s eyes were brightening by the second, as though he suddenly found himself in the midst of a kindred spirit.

      “Joanna is being humble,” her mother said in a gentle voice. “She knows a fair amount about flowers.”

      “If I pretend to like flowers, can I have the largest bedchamber?” Frances said in a quiet voice of playful resentment.

      Joanna shot her a look. The small but fashionable townhouse they had purchased had three bedrooms, of which both the largest and smallest faced the mews behind. Their parents had chosen the middling bedchamber, as it provided a more tranquil night’s sleep for Joanna’s mother. When it was discovered that the large bedchamber’s terrace was surrounded with wisteria beginning to bloom, Joanna had been the obvious choice to take the room, as she had a special liking for wisteria.

      At least, that was the reason Joanna had given Frances. The truth was, none of them trusted Frances with a terrace. She was too likely to make use of it in the style of Romeo and Juliet.

      Sir Leonard seemed not to notice Frances’s interjection, though. His eyes were on Joanna. “I have a small garden myself.”

      “A fine, robust garden,” Lady Elkins corrected him.

      Sir Leonard inclined his head. “Mother says it is a fine, robust garden. I myself wish it was bigger, for then I might have a bigger beehive as well.” He paused. “Perhaps you would like to see it sometime?”

      “I should like that very much,” Joanna said politely, ignoring the way Frances’s foot pressed down on hers.

      Sir Leonard glanced at his mother and sat back against the squabs, apparently content, and silence fell over the group.

      But Frances was not one to allow such a thing for long. “This is the very road the Paladin haunts, you know. Perhaps we shall be more fortunate than we were this morning and shall be waylaid!”

      “Good gracious, I certainly hope not,” said Lady Elkins with a visible shudder. “I thought we were past the age of highwaymen by now, but alas, it seems not to be the case.” She raised her brows and looked around at the other passengers with a glint of mistrust. “If we were to have the misfortune of being waylaid, we would cooperate, of course. These ruffians of the road are desperate creatures, incapable of reason, and I cannot bear violence.”

      “Mother cannot bear violence,” Sir Leonard said.

      “The Paladin is a gentleman,” Frances said, offense on the highwayman’s behalf apparent in her voice.

      Joanna braced herself as Lady Elkins looked at Frances with something between pity and condescension. “My dear, there is not a highwayman in existence, nor has there ever been, who merits the title of gentleman. They are savage criminals, every one, and it is unforgivable naivety to think otherwise.”

      Joanna bristled at the insult to Frances. “My sister is correct about the Paladin’s reputation. He is not known for violence.” Joanna could hardly believe her own words. Was she truly defending a highwayman? Just hours ago, she herself had spoken to Frances words quite similar to Lady Elkins’, but she felt a need to come to her sister’s defense, all the same. Familial affection was a peculiar thing.

      Lady Elkins’ gaze flicked to Joanna, and the pity morphed into displeasure. “Reputation is hardly reliable when it comes to such matters. But we are losing sight of the important thing, which is not to resist. We must not test such a volatile figure’s limits.”

      Frances leaned in toward Joanna. “As if I would ever resist being kissed by the Paladin,” she whispered.

      “Mother says the important thing is not to resist,” Sir Leonard repeated, “and I agree. After all, a bee left alone will almost never sting; fight it off, though, and the consequences are painful.”

      Frances gave Joanna a wide-eyed, commiserating look, and Joanna flashed her a warning one in return. She had no desire to listen to Sir Leonard and Frances debate just how much the Paladin was like a bee. Perhaps Frances realized that, coming from Sir Leonard, such a comparison could only be interpreted as a compliment to the highwayman, for she did not respond.

      The carriage rumbled along at a steady pace for half an hour, filled by turns with the conversation of Sir Leonard and Frances. Joanna was eager to be home, but she could see how fatigued her mother was looking, so she assumed the task of ensuring the conversation remained civil and as mundane as possible.

      Suddenly, there was a deafening report, and the coach came to a rapid halt, sending its passengers into clumsy confusion as they tried to prevent themselves from colliding.

      Heart thudding against her chest, Joanna quickly composed herself and ensured her mother was well.

      “Stand and deliver!” came the deep and muffled words.

      Joanna’s head whipped around, and she stared at Frances, who looked every bit as shocked as she did.

      “You,” Lady Elkins said, pointing at Frances. “You did this!”

      “Nonsense,” said Frances contemptuously. “How in the world should I be responsible?” She stretched herself over Joanna in an attempt to peer out of the window, where the lights from the carriage cast their beams onto the road. “Is it truly him?”

      “Choose your commissary,” said the voice from without.

      “It is him! For he always requires a commissary—a woman!” Frances hurried to rise, but she was prevented from doing so by her mother, who held her by the arm. The eyes of Joanna’s mother, though, were on Joanna, urgent and pleading. On no account did she want Frances to leave the carriage, and Joanna couldn’t agree with her more—they might never see Frances again.

      “A woman?” Lady Elkins said in a strangled voice. “For what purpose?” Her eyes grew wide. “Oh, heavens. I had hoped that was merely hearsay!” She clutched her son’s arm.

      He put a hand over hers and lifted his chin determinedly. “I will go.” His voice trembled lightly, and by his expression, one might have been forgiven for thinking he meant to meet death itself.

      “No!” Lady Elkins cried out, holding his arm more tightly so he winced. “I cannot let you! He has a pistol, Leonard. Did you not hear? I will not sacrifice my own son!” She knocked on the wall behind the coachman. “Do nothing, Irving!” she called to him. “Do not provoke him further, do you hear me?”

      A trembling, “Aye, ma’am,” sounded through the carriage wall. It was not the voice of someone who needed to be told twice.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Joanna said, rising from her seat. “I will deal with him.”

      “Joanna,” said her mother, wariness in her voice. “Be careful.”

      “You needn’t worry, Mama,” Joanna replied with a reassuring look at her.

      “Why may I not go?” Frances said, her voice full of the injustice of her situation.

      “Because none of us wishes for you to ride off with the Paladin.” She looked at her mother, who, though there was fear in her eyes, nodded. She saw Joanna for the reasonable, rational creature she was, and Joanna hoped Lady Elkins would do the same once the highwayman had been routed.

      “Whatever happens, stay in here,” Joanna said, looking around at all of them and showing an easy smile. “We shall be on our way in a trifle.” Ducking, she stepped across the coach toward the door and pushed it open.

      “Give him what he asks, Miss Carmichael,” said Lady Elkins in an urgent voice, huddled against her son. “It is the only way.”

      Joanna didn’t deign to respond to this, but behind her annoyance at the aggravating situation, she felt mild amusement at Lady Elkins’ willingness to sacrifice Joanna’s honor for her own safety and that of her son.

      “I shall never forgive you if he kisses you,” Frances hissed.

      Joanna pushed the door open wider. “I can assure you, he will not kiss me.” 

      She spoke with confidence—and loudly enough for the highwayman to hear—but she knew a fluttering of nerves as she stepped out into the dark. The coach lanterns illuminated the road and threw their beams far enough for Joanna to see a dark horse standing in the road and a man by its head. He wore a cocked hat and old-fashioned clothing, with both ruffled sleeves and shirtfront—hardly suitable clothing for riding and robbing carriages. It was ridiculous, and the sight instilled her with a bit more confidence.

      She shot a censorious look at the coachman for his inaction, but he wasn’t looking at her. His eyes were fixed on the Paladin, who let go of his horse’s bridle and took a few steps toward Joanna. He wore a dark mask over eyes and nose, but between the oppressive dark of the night and the shade his hat cast over his face, she wasn’t sure the mask was necessary.

      “You seem quite confident of that, ma’am,” said the Paladin in his deep voice. His smile glittered in the lantern light.

      She was glad he had heard her words. Lady Elkins might be willing to sacrifice Joanna’s reputation, but Joanna had no such intention. “I am confident.” She turned to shut the door behind her.

      “Allow me,” he said, stepping beside her and reaching toward the door.

      She hurried to push it closed herself then looked at the highwayman. His lips were curled up in an amused smile, and she regretted that the way she had gone about closing the door had seemed pettier and more childish than she had intended. Composing herself, she returned the smile, passing an evaluative gaze over his clothing and making no secret of her disdain for him.

      “Closing the door of the carriage you are robbing does not make you chivalrous, sir. Shall we discuss things over here?” She took a few steps away toward the back side of the carriage, and the Paladin followed her, a fact for which she was grateful. There was no back window on the Elkinses’ carriage, and as far as she was concerned, the more distance she could put between the Paladin and Frances or Lady Elkins, the better. She had no desire to see Frances’s face in the window, observing this encounter. If Frances decided to exit the carriage, Joanna could not rely on Lady Elkins or Sir Leonard to stop her, and her own mother was too weak to do the job.

      “Have I robbed you?” he asked.

      She turned to face him and realized that her efforts to keep him away from the windows at the side of the coach meant that the light of the front lanterns—and the gaze of the coachman—no longer reached them where they were. “Do you suggest you stopped our carriage with any other intention? Should I have prepared myself for a friendly, pleasant visit? Shall I have the coachman send for some tea?” She tilted her head to the side. “Or do criminals only consume hard liquor?”

      He chuckled, and the sound was irritatingly rich and pleasing. “So far, only one of us is being unpleasant, ma’am.”

      She offered him a smile full of false sweetness. “That is because I am not deceived by your pretended gallantry, sir.”

      The way his head tilted told her that, behind his mask, his eyebrows had likely gone up. “Is that so? Are you saying you wish I would be ungallant?” He took a step toward her, and she was forced to lift her chin to look up into his eyes. Impulse told her to take an equal step back, but her pride would not allow such a thing. She would show this man no fear, even if her heart was beating like a drum against her chest and her hands were trembling.

      “I am merely telling you that you do not have me fooled. A true gentleman does not hide behind a mask. If you insist upon calling yourself one, why do you not pull it down and provide proof?”

      His eyes, peering through the mask slits, searched hers. “Mystery is the essence of romance and adventure.”

      “Ah, and you see yourself as a modern Claude Duval, no doubt. Do you intend to dance with me?”

      “I should enjoy that.” He made a low and formal bow, extending his hand toward her. “Would you do me the honor, Miss Carmichael?”

      Her lips tightened into a thin line upon hearing him use her name. He must have heard Lady Elkins say it. It irritated her that he would know her name while she was obliged to call him the Paladin—ministering to his vanity, which, if his confident demeanor was any indication, was quite obviously a force to be reckoned with. There was nothing rushed about his behavior, as though he had all the time in the world to waylay a carriage in the middle of the road to Bath.

      She stared at his extended hand. “It appears you are still living in 1780, sir, so I pray you will give me leave to inform you that the heyday for highwaymen is well over. I can also explain to you just what sort of end Duval and his fellows met if you like.” She cast a glance at his clothing. “And offer advice on what sort of coat corresponds with the word gentleman these days.”

      He rose from his bow, but his expression was one of delighted amusement rather than offense or consternation. He was infuriatingly composed and charming, and Joanna felt more grateful than ever that Frances was safe inside the carriage rather than casting herself on the broad chest of the man in front of her.
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