Adrian allowed himself a satisfied smile. He’d won more hands than he’d lost and had a substantial pile of coins before him. Though he couldn’t say he’d actually enjoyed the evening, he hadn’t felt the ongoing restlessness that had been plaguing him since his return to Cornwall. And--his ghosts were silent.

“Well, gentleman...” he said as he laid his cards on the table.

The door slammed open with a resounding crash,

“Gothewhar daa, gentlemen, no one moves and no one gets hurt,” uttered a husky, feminine voice from the doorway. Five hooded men dressed in black flowed into the room, pistols cocked and pointed, while another whispered into the ear of the masked woman in the doorway.

Pushing his chair back quietly, Adrian’s hands began to move slowly away from the cards, but the woman noticed immediately.

“Those hands remain on the table, Sir Pirate,” she commanded, pointing her pistol directly at his forehead. “Bind him first, my friends. He looks to be the most dangerous.”

Her men complied, relieving Adrian of the small pistol he’d hidden in one boot and the knife sheathed in the other. Only when his companions were also bound firmly to their chairs did the masked woman fully enter the brightly lit room.

“Well met, Madam Highwayman,” said the young lieutenant sitting across the table from Adrian.

Curiosity nudged Adrian’s morose spirit. Stories of the female highwayman who preyed exclusively on the redcoat officers of King George were whispered among his servants. The people of the area called her the Midnight Angel of Bodmin Moor, for she would disappear into the mists that swirled across the moor, appearing later to distribute almost every coin she seized to the poor of the area’s hamlets and villages. Needless to say, the commoners were fiercely loyal to her. If anyone knew her identity, he wasn’t talking. A huge reward had been offered to any who would come forward with information. The reward remained unclaimed.

As the woman entered the room, Adrian’s gaze raked her from head to toe. Dressed entirely in black, her figure perfectly displayed in the tight, men’s clothing she wore, the Midnight Angel was a figure to inspire even a dead man’s lust. Black britches clung to her shapely legs, flared hips, and flat belly like a second skin. A red leather sword belt was pulled tight around her small waist, and her billowy, black shirt lay open at her throat, its deep vee offering a tantalizing view of a full, creamy, uncorseted bosom. Penetrating blue eyes searched the room from behind the blackness of her mask. Black gauntlets and a broad brimmed, black hat with a flowing, red ostrich plume completed her costume. The other men in the room concentrated on her blatantly displayed limbs and bosom, but the rich, ruby colored lips smiling over even white teeth drew Adrian’s gaze.  Her pink tongue darted out to wet them, and he swore to himself that he would soon taste the nectar of her mouth.
As Adrian watched with hooded eyes, the woman in black handed her pistol and cape to one of her men and unsheathed the ruby hinted rapier that hung at her side. She sauntered around the room, chuckling huskily; the eyes of the bound men locked on her gently swaying derriere. Stopping in front of Lieutenant Robert Marshall, she cut a button from his shirt with a quick flick of her wrist.

“Such a dandified young cockerel,” she murmured to him in a throaty whisper. “You should still be in leading strings.”

Adrian studied the beguiling woman who sauntered closer. She handled her blade with ease. Would she handle his between her thighs so deftly?
“And you, sir,” she continued patting the bulging stomach of the colonel next to the lieutenant, “should perhaps forego the pleasures of the table.”

“Only if you allow me the pleasure of your company, my dear,” the stout officer answered with a devilish grin.

Her sexy chortle pooled in Adrian’s groin, and he watched her as she made her way around the table with a word or two, a caress or two, for each of her victims. Finally, she arrived at his side. Flashing a challenging grin, he said, “Touch me, Witch, and your fingers will burn.”

From the moment Kara had stepped into the room, the dark demeanor of the man across the table from her brother had drawn her attention like a lodestone. Rumors about the return of the Marquis of Ravenrook flew about the moor.  Most of them concerned his exploits as a pirate.

Unfashionably long hair as black as her own was pulled back from his face with a silver clasp to reveal a strong jaw and high forehead--and a ruby stud in his left ear. Piercing grey eyes surrounded by unbelievably long, black lashes locked with hers, daring her silently. A hawkish nose rose above thin but mobile lips while the harsh planes of his deeply tanned face lacked any hint of tenderness. This pirate was not handsome in the conventional sense, but Kara found his blatant masculinity altogether fascinating.

Flouting convention, the Marquis had removed his coat, vest, and stock. His silky, white shirt was open at the throat to reveal firm, tanned flesh covered by a sprinkling of curly black hairs. When she rounded the table, Kara’s quick glance noted how his brown doeskin breeches hugged his flat stomach and powerful legs. Rather, he looked like a pirate, a very dangerous, very compelling pirate.  Then, his subtle shifting of his hips drew her eyes to the juncture of his thighs. Her eyes darted away from the bulge that confirmed his masculinity only to find amusement dancing in his. Her grip on her sword tightened as she jerked her gaze away from his, her thoughts momentarily muddled.

“You have no liking for jewels, Witch?” the sexy pirate asked in a low voice when her men ignored the jewels his companions wore.  The ruby stud he wore twinkled with red fire.

Her rich laughter teased his taut body. “Too easy to trace, my fine piratical friend, as you undoubtedly know. And, Sir Pirate, I am an angel, not a witch.”

“Of heaven or hell?”

“Which of us will it be, Madam Highwayman,” the young lieutenant interrupted.

Without taking her eyes from the Marquis, she asked, “Which what, young pup?”

The lieutenant’s eyes blazed, not with lust but with anger. “Rumor has it that you always leave one of your victims with a kiss. We await with baited breath.”

Again, that husky laughter.

Witch or Angel, Adrian swore to himself that one day soon he would stretch her out on his bed and plunge himself into her tantalizing body.

Turning away from the steel in Ravenrook’s eyes, Kara once more made a circuit of the table. When her gaze met her brother’s she had no trouble reading the message there. Buss the colonel’s cheek and get out of here!

But Kara wasn’t ready to leave. Lately, she had become frustrated with her role. For the last six months, she interrupted many similar parties and gatherings and was no closer to discovering the identity of the officer who had murdered her parents. Robert had returned last week from London without learning anything of the man who’d raped their mother and ended the reign of the Bodmin Moor highwayman. She was tired of searching for a man who seemed nowhere to be found. She needed something--excitement. These Redcoat officers were no challenge. This pirate though, he was different, dangerous.  She wondered what his kiss would be like.
“Ah, yes, the kiss,” she murmured looking into their eager faces. Shaking herself free of her reveries, she acknowledged the warning in her brother’s eyes. Her cohorts were also getting restless. Sauntering once more towards the Marquis, she said, “I’ve never kissed a pirate. Shall I choose you?”

