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The Highwayman’s Surprise Bride

Renée Dahlia

She can rescue herself but perhaps life is more fun together....

When Linda Dexington is kidnapped by Sir Bartleby de Muis, a man who has refused to take no for an answer, only one solution is possible: she must rescue herself. Escaping the carriage is not a problem, especially when they are held up by a highwayman. Escaping the unwanted attentions of Sir Bartleby may be a bit more problematic.

Marti Babbitt got more than he bargained for with his attempted highway robbery. Instead of finding an easy mark, he discovered his long-lost childhood friend, Linda. Linda claims she can rescue herself, thank you very much, but when the kidnapper continues to pursue her, maybe Marti can rescue her after all...

About the author

An avid reader, Renée Dahlia writes contemporary and historical queer romance. Renée is a bisexual cis woman who is fascinated by people and loves to explore human relationships, with a side of humour, through her writing. Renée has a degree in physics and mathematics, using this to write data-based magazine articles for the horse racing industry. Her love of horses often shines through in her fiction, and she loves a good intrigue and to escape the real world in the pages of a book. When she isn’t reading or writing, Renée spends her time with her four children, usually watching them play cricket.

Dedicated to the memory of Marti Babbitt, whose wife Linda won the right to name the main characters in a charity auction.
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Welcome to THE HIGHWAYMAN’S SURPRISE BRIDE, featuring Linda Dexington and her childhood friend, turned highwayman. 

This novella is part of the Desiring the Dexingtons regency series. 

If you love forced proximity, childhood friends to lovers, and marriage of convenience, this is the novella for you. 

Please note this book contains kidnapping, murder, threats of rape, and the deadnaming of trans character. Please read it with care. 

This book is written in Australian English and some spelling and phrases may be unfamiliar to American readers. 

If you are keen to keep up to date on new releases and, more importantly, sales, I recommend you sign up to my newsletter, or follow me on social media. 

Social Media Links

Patreon

Twitter

Facebook 

romance.com.au

Instagram 

BookBub

I hope you enjoy reading this book!

Renée 
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Chapter 1
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July 1813

“It’s bad luck for the groom to see the dress before the wedding day.” Linda had already made it clear she had no intention of ever marrying Sir Bartleby de Muis—a man twenty years her senior—and her father agreed that Sir Bartleby was a fortune hunter of the worst order. Unfortunately, Father’s agreement meant nothing now that Sir Bartleby had kidnapped her. There was nothing worse than a man who wouldn’t listen when she said no, and so she resorted to the only weapon a nineteen-year-old wealthy girl had. Sarcasm. And hatpins, according to her sister Elspeth. She swallowed a sigh. Sir Bartleby would never know that this dress was a simple everyday dress, and nothing like what she might have worn to her wedding if she ever had one. No self-respecting daughter of a fabric manufacturer would wear something so simple as a cotton day gown with a muslin overlay and the tiniest touch of French lace to her wedding. Heaven forbid. Her dream wedding gown would be designed by her sister Jacinda and would feature in all the fashion plates across society. 

“Today is our wedding day.” 

“We can’t make it to Gretna Green in one day.” She might be the coddled second youngest Dexington sister but even she knew it was 130 miles from Manchester and therefore twenty hours journey by coach if they didn’t stop. They would have to stop, because travelling at night would be foolish, and Sir Bartleby de Muis was many things, but he was not foolish enough to risk her safety. She was—quite literally—his future fortune. Her safety was assured ... and would be until he had her money. After that, all bets were off, and she certainly didn’t intend to let things get to that point. 

“Details. We will stay the night along the way, and in the morning, you will be my wife in every way that counts. I’ll only need to sign the paperwork, and it’ll be done.” Sir Bartleby’s words churned in her stomach and an astringent gasp burned her throat. Holy mother of goodness. She was going to have to revise her schedule for escape to a lot sooner, perhaps at the first change of horses in an hour’s time. Linda had been hoping to have enough time to work out Sir Bartleby’s patterns to ensure her plan was achievable. There was no point in leaping too soon and botching it up. 

She stared out the window at the passing scenery. The boring green paddocks and typical English countryside could be anywhere; the trip north was one she’d done several times as a child heading to their country estate or to finishing school. As the daughter of an industrialist, she had more options than the society belles of the ton whose only task in life was to marry well. She could work in the family businesses like her sisters Prudence and Elspeth, or she could marry like Imogen and Hyacinth. The problem was that she didn’t know what she wanted. Only that she didn’t want to be kidnapped by a fortune hunter. 

“I cannot wait to take your innocence.” A disgusting fortune hunter. She tried not to shudder, swallowing down the distaste that made her mouth furry. Linda suddenly understood why Elspeth always insisted she have extra long hatpins, because right now, she could shove one up Sir Bartleby’s nostril. 

The coach jerked to a halt, and she had to grab one of the handles to keep her posture on the seat. 

“Stand and deliver.” A highwayman. Could this day get any worse? Now she had two terrible men to deal with. 

Sir Bartleby tapped his cane on the roof. “Coachman. Deal with this.” 

“I told you it was bad luck,” Linda muttered. 

“Silly girl. Sit still and keep your mouth shut. I’ll deal with this.” He stood up and opened the door on the right side of the coach. 

“I said Drive On.” He shook his fist at someone outside the coach, and Linda realised this was her chance. Perhaps she’d finally had some good luck. She scrambled to her feet and quickly unlatched the door on the opposite side of the coach and pushed it open as hard as she could. The momentum of the door pulled her forwards and she landed on her knees at the side of the road. Pain speared through her knees, jarring her body. All the air was shoved out of her lungs. 

A shot rang out. She ducked, instinctively, rolling sideways into the damp drain beside the road. There was an ungodly scream. The horses bolted. Someone else yelled. The coachman, maybe. It all happened rather quickly. Mud flicked up from the wheels, splattering her dress. It was the least important thing in this moment, and yet it annoyed her most of all. The beautiful muslin overlay would be ruined now. If she were less stubborn, she would’ve simply lain down in the ditch and stared at the sky, but she was a Dexington. Irish determination from her mother’s side combined with her English father’s business acumen and success to give her what her governesses often referred to as ‘character’. 

Damned Sir Bartleby. Now she would have to walk back to Manchester and her shoes were not designed for the task. She stood up slowly and shook out her skirts. The muslin overlay and French lace was ruined, no amount of soaking would get the mud out, nor the blood stains from her scraped knees. Her hands trembled as she stared at the smears on her dress. Slowly, reality started to sink in; she’d leaped from a coach and was all alone, injured—slightly—in the middle of nowhere. She’d saved herself from Sir Bartleby’s clutches but now what? 

“Isn’t this a bit of a scrape?”

Linda glanced up to see a lone highwayman, a slender man not much taller than her, with his face covered by a mask, and four duelling pistols tucked into his belt. 

“That is a lot of weaponry.” Linda’s curiosity would be her downfall—that’s what her father always said—and he was probably correct since she wanted to know how a highwayman came to possess such fine examples of gentleman’s pistols. As if that was the most important thing right now. Good one, Linda. 

“I am but one person, and each pistol carries only one shot.” Therefore, the highwayman still had three shots remaining. Her unconventional education had included bookkeeping, so simple arithmetic was easy for her. A low bar but she’d heard rumours that some families liked to keep their daughters so ignorant that they couldn’t manage their own pin money. Not her family; her father might have been cursed with seven daughters but each of them represented a chance to bring a man into the business through marriage as well as potential labour in their own right, which meant they had a greater education than many of her peers and with that, greater expectations from life.

Linda huffed out a breath and squared her shoulders. She’d earned her independence from Sir Bartleby, at the small cost of injured knees, and now she needed to make her way home before the highwayman did something dastardly, like they did in the books she adored. 

“Good day. I have a long walk ahead of me.” She nodded once to the highwayman, then began her long walk, hoping that he would leave her alone. 

“Wait. Miss Dexington?” 

Linda cursed Sir Bartleby under her breath. She didn’t recall him mentioning her name in front of the highwayman, but how else would the highwayman know who she was? Although if the highwayman was local, he might know her, which meant he would know that father owned several factories in Manchester and had industrial wealth. For nineteen years, she’d been reduced to how her father’s money could serve other people. Case in point, her dowry and Sir Bartleby’s kidnapping attempt. No more. She ignored the highwayman and continued walking. 
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