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      London, 1819

      For as long as Miss Penelope Ashurst could remember, she had always tried to do everything her father asked of her, even more so after the death of her mother four years previously. Father had never ceased mourning his late wife, and Penelope had not wanted to cause him further grief, and so she’d been most obedient. Unfortunately, she had become known throughout the ton as the Dutiful Daughter—a moniker she was about to shed as she snuck out of her room.

      Penelope peered both ways down the dark hall. Not a soul was stirring within the great house. Her father had retired for the evening, and the servants would not be about this time of night. Holding a single flickering candle, she emerged from her room, pulling her heavy cloak close about her figure to ward off the chill that penetrated to her core. It was a rather cool evening, Penelope tried to convince herself. She did not want to admit that part of what she might be feeling was guilt. The door to her chamber clicked shut, urging her forward on her quest, and her heart hammered against her breastbone. She had never done anything so disobedient and reckless in her life, and found the prospect both frightening and exhilarating.

      Tiptoeing past her father’s room, she noted no light emanated from beneath the closed door. It was only when she reached the servants’ stairwell that she released a shaky breath, causing the candle to sputter and die out. Damn, she would have to traverse the rest of the way in the dark. Taking careful steps down the stairs, the sound of her pounding heart echoed in her ears.

      Almost there.

      The kitchen was still warm from the preparation of the evening meal, but no one was about. Her stomach growled the moment the lingering smell of roast ribs of beef and potatoes entered her nostrils. Later, she would indulge herself. Taking in one last whiff of the appealing aroma, she continued on her current course, and with only the faint glow of moonlight coming through the window to guide her, she slowly made her way across the kitchen.

      “Oh!” She sucked in her breath as she stumbled against the wood block table in the center of the room. Leaning down to rub her throbbing toes, she fought back stinging tears of pain.

      Her gaze snapped up when a soft tap broke the silence. “Who’s there?” she  uttered without thought into the silent night, her breathing heavy with anticipation of discovery. Keeping perfectly still, she waited for some response, but the only sound she could hear was the rustling of leaves in the trees outside. Not wasting any more time for fear of being found out, she crept the last few steps toward the exit.

      Opening the rear door with quiet ease, she slipped out into the foggy night. She had not realized beads of perspiration had formed on her forehead until the cold night air met with her damp skin, sending a shiver rippling down her spine. Pulling her cloak closer about her, she made her way through the garden, her light footsteps upon the gravel path disrupting the leaves’ staccato rustling.

      Only when she opened the garden gate did her nerves begin to ease and her breathing steadied. In the near distance, beyond the alleyway, the clap- clap of horses’ hooves echoed through the otherwise quiet London neighborhood. She closed the gate with a soft clang, a slight sigh escaping her lips. Her flight into the unknown was a success; she’d made it beyond the confines of her home without detection.

      “Judy,” she whispered into the foggy night. She waited for a response, but none came. Her friend was already supposed to be here. Tapping her slippered foot with a steady rhythm, she grumbled to herself, “I will give her just five minutes.” It would not be fair if she’d gone to such great lengths to sneak out, only to be discovered just waiting at the rear of the house. If she were to be caught, she vowed it would not be until after she’d had her adventure.

      It was a tremendous risk.

      If she was found attending a masquerade at the home of one of London’s most notorious bachelors, her reputation would be ruined. But, after her confrontation with her father earlier that evening regarding her future, she did not care. She wanted to experience one moment of freedom before duty dictated the rest of her life.

      Her body quivered as the damp air penetrated through her coat and costume. Crossing her arms across her body, she exhaled with frustration. “Where is she?” No sooner had the words brushed past her lips than an apparition came rushing through the fog. “Ohhh…!” She was just about to scream when the figure draped in white emerged. It wasn’t until she saw the tall staff the specter carried that she recognized her friend. “Where have you been?” she hissed at Judy. “I was just about to give up.”

      “I had to wait for the house to quiet.” Judy took Penelope’s arm and tugged her into the thickening haze. Once they were farther along the street and walking toward their destination, Judy explained, “I think my brother may suspect what we are about this evening. We have to make sure we stay clear of him. He is dressed like a pirate.”

      “A pirate?”

      Judy nodded her head. “Eye patch and all. He looks ridiculous.” Her high-pitched giggle caught the attention of a pair of young gentlemen on the opposite side of the road.

      Penelope eyed Judy with alarm. “Shh. Do you want to be recognized?”

      Without further conversation, they scurried along toward their journey’s end.

      Another thrill of adventure shot through Penelope at the realization of what they were about to do. She had always longed for excitement and adventure. Over the years, her father had been consistently protective of her, his concern reaching epic proportions after her mother’s death. She was not allowed to experience life because of Father’s constant fear that some harm could befall her.

      He had planned every detail of her life—every acquaintance, social event, and diversion. If she were a boy, she would have been congratulated for any mischievousness. She’d always thought it rather unfair that men could do whatever they pleased without the possibility of ruination. Judy’s brother was the perfect example. Harvey had got into his fair share of scrapes over the years, and yet he was not condemned or ostracized for his behavior.

      When Judy overheard Harvey’s plans to attend Lord Cowen’s masquerade, she rushed to tell Penelope. This was the perfect opportunity for them to see how the other half of the world enjoyed themselves while still keeping their identities—and reputations—safe.

      Judy was dressed as a shepherdess, all in white, with a large hooked staff. Penelope’s choice of costume was simple. She’d chosen to be her namesake. She was Penelope, wife of Odysseus, in Homer’s Odyssey, her identity concealed by a golden mask.

      The costume was rather splendid. Yards of smooth primrose silk were draped about her body, and the gold floral motif brooch that was pinned at her shoulder complemented her mask. It was to have been her attire for Judy’s upcoming birthday masque, but there hadn’t been time to arrange for another for tonight. Besides, this ensemble made her look beyond her twenty years.

      She spotted a rambunctious trio of men heading in the same direction, butterflies rising in her stomach as she sputtered, “We’re almost there.” She just knew this adventure would change her life.

      “Now remember,” lectured Judy, “we are only to spend one hour, see what all the fuss is about, and then return home.” Penelope could not see her friend’s hand beneath her white cloak, but she was most certain that Judy was wagging a finger at her when she added, “And make sure my brother does not notice you.”

      Although Judy was just as curious about Lord Cowen’s infamous soirée as she, Penelope had had to convince her dearest friend to attend. It was true that Judy had come to her in a flurry of excitement with all the details, but that was the usual course of things. Once the reality of what they were planning to do set in and they considered the possible consequences, Judy would turn motherly, full of don’ts. Without fail, Penelope would oblige Judy’s fears by staying safely at home, dreaming about the world that was happening all around her. But tonight was different. Something deep inside had convinced her to take this risk.

      “The house is just beyond the parked carriages,” Judy voiced above a horse’s neigh.

      They were really going to do this! A sense of exhilaration consumed Penelope, as music and laughter emanated through the open windows and on to the street.

      She picked up her pace, but Judy tugged her to a halt. “Slow down. We need to put our masks on.”

      “Oh, I almost forgot.” It would be a disaster if someone recognized them, especially before they’d even entered Lord Cowen’s home. She had not put the mask on earlier in case she was discovered sneaking out of her house. It was one thing to be caught, and quite another to be caught going to a masquerade.

      She positioned the mask, tucking the ribbon under her curls. “Is mine on straight?”

      “Here, let me adjust…” Judy stopped mid-sentence and gave Penelope an impatient stare. “Stop fidgeting or I won’t be able to secure it properly, and then where will we be?”

      “Oh, all right, but do hurry.” Penelope tried to control the flurry of exhilaration whipping through her insides. When she turned to secure Judy’s mask, her agitation bubbled over straight to her hands and she fumbled with the ribbon for what seemed an eternity before the disguise was set in place.

      Within a matter of moments, they were ascending the front steps of Lord Cowen’s townhouse. This is your last opportunity to turn back. She quickly dismissed that thought from her mind. Her body tingled with each step she took, and she was nearly giddy with delight.

      The liveried butler holding the white front door open showed no interest in their possible identities. They were ushered inside toward a waiting servant, who came forward to take their cloaks.

      Penelope could not believe her eyes. The crimson grand hall was the backdrop for a statue of Bacchus, in all his naked glory. She had never seen anything so vulgar. That is, until she glanced upward at the frescoed ceiling.

      Depicted overhead was a pastoral set against a lush green landscape. But instead of a shepherd tending his flock, the scene was of naked women…

      Oh, my. What is that lady doing to the shepherd?

      She could feel the heat rising in her cheeks at the rather vivid sexual display. Turning her head away with embarrassment, she followed close behind Judy into the large ballroom.

      The scent of burning candles filled the air. She stood and watched scantily clothed ladies parade around masked men, enticing them with a seductive look or a partially exposed bosom. When the music stopped, the women rushed toward the available males, and laughter filled the air as the provocative game came to an end. Some of the ladies pulled their willing partner to the dance floor, while others guided their choice for the evening through a doorway at the far end of the room.

      Penelope’s heartbeat quickened with curiosity, wondering if her assumption of what occurred behind that closed door was accurate.

      The orchestra struck up a waltz, and the remaining couples began to glide through the room in elegant maneuvers. Their masked faces could not hide the mischievousness in their eyes. Gilded mirrors reflected the exotic scene. The atmosphere was lively and mystical, creating the perfect setting for escapades and arousal.

      

      What am I doing here? Ranulph thought to himself for the hundredth time that evening. And just like the previous ninety-nine times, the answer was the same, Nigel. His younger brother had quite the flair for getting into trouble. When Ranulph had discovered Nigel’s plans, instead of deterring him, he’d somehow ended up agreeing to accompany him. This sort of entertainment had ceased to intrigue him years ago. Actually, this sort of entertainment had never appealed to him. He was not a rake or rogue, never had time to indulge in such pastimes. His late father had made sure of that. The future heir to an earldom, according to his papa, was supposed to be respectable and responsible, two words that Ranulph had come to detest.

      “It is amazing,” Nigel said, looking at Ranulph, taunting him as only a younger brother could.

      Meeting Nigel’s eyes, Ranulph gave him a stern glare. “What is ‘amazing’?” He was in no mood to deal with his brother’s sense of humor, or lack thereof.

      “Even behind a black mask, the scowl on your face is most apparent.” His brother delivered another jab. “You’ll never secure a companion for the evening with that glower.”

      “I don’t want a companion. I am only here to ensure that you behave yourself. After last week’s fiasco with that opera singer, I am not sure Mother could take another scandal.” Ranulph’s heart ached with the thought of all the embarrassment his brother’s misdemeanors had brought to their mother’s doorstep over the years.

      “What happened to you? You used to laugh and at least pretend to enjoy yourself, and now…” His brother shook his head at him before continuing, “You’ve grown much too serious. What you need is…”

      Nigel’s words faded into a dull hum. He meant well, but he did not understand. Ever since Ranulph was a young child, he’d been held to a higher standard, constantly reminded that he would one day take his father’s place as the Earl of Monfort. His entire life had been spent under the crushing weight of a responsibility he could not bring himself to ignore.

      His brother’s words became audible again, “You’re on your own for the rest of the evening, dear brother.”

      Ranulph was about to give Nigel his “you’d better not cause too much trouble or else” look when he saw her, a veritable goddess in soft primrose silk. He heard his brother bid farewell for the evening, but suddenly he did not care. Standing not ten feet in front of him was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

      Her elegant costume was draped about her form, emphasizing her womanly curves. She was neither too petite nor too tall. Her hair, pinned with small crepe roses sporadically adorning its soft tendrils, cascaded down her delicate neck. He watched as she smiled at the antics of a pair of dominoes who had disrupted the dance with their own version of a waltz. Even though her mask covered most of her face, it did not hide the sweet dimples that peeked through.

      She did not belong here, any more than he. Curious to know who she was, he pushed his way through the boisterous crowd. He meant to speak to her. However, when he reached her side, for the first time in his life, he struggled for words. Clearing his throat, he stuttered, “May… I have the…” He swallowed hard before getting the rest of his words out. “Pleasure of this waltz?”

      Good Lord, he was acting like a schoolboy attempting his first conquest. No woman had ever discomposed him so. Leaning in, he waited in agony, the seconds drawing out in anticipation of her response.

      When she lowered her lashes, he thought she would refuse him. But when she glanced up at him with a mixture of uncertainty and excitement, her green eyes twinkled with delight. She did not speak, just nodded her acceptance, and extended her gloved hand. The moment Ranulph took it, his pulse raced, and a jolt careened through his body.

      The music began, and he guided her with ease to the flowing, melodious sound. Her body was made to fit against his. He wondered if his goddess felt the same. “You are a graceful dancer.” He hoped his compliment would coax words from her delectable mouth. He wanted to know who she was and why she was here.

      Her eyelids fluttered lower with a sweet shyness. “Thank you.”

      He knew without a doubt his initial thought was correct. This goddess was not meant to be here. The trouble was, it would appear that she was not one for conversation. “And who are you pretending to be this evening?” That question earned him a direct look. He noticed her eyes were not just green, but jade with flecks of gold.

      “Penelope.”

      “Wife of Odysseus?”

      Enthusiasm shone brightly in her gaze, and all her nervousness had melted away. “Are you familiar with Homer’s Odyssey?”

      “There is a copy in my father’s library.” It was his library now, had been for the last year. Although he had been groomed his whole life to follow in his father’s footsteps, it still felt disrespectful to call those things, once his papa’s, his own.

      He saw Penelope open her mouth to respond, but before any words were spoken, a young shepherdess ran over to them in a flurry of despair, bringing their waltz to a halt in the middle of the dance floor. The young woman’s face was red with alarm, her chest heaving with each labored breath. “Penelope, we have to go.”

      “It has not even been a half hour and…”

      “My brother knows we are here.” Fumbling with the lace at her neckline, the young lady glanced over her shoulder, clearly hoping to avoid further contact with said brother. Her already high-pitched voice rose even further. “We must leave now.”

      His suspicion that his goddess was not a regular at soirées such as these was confirmed. Taking Penelope’s arm, he guided her and her friend toward the edge of the ballroom, moving them past intoxicated couples, in the direction of the grand hall. “This way. I do not believe your presence has been noticed.”

      When they reached the hall, Ranulph spied Lord Saunders pacing by the front door, pounding a fist against his thigh. He looked like he was ready to punch someone.

      Wanting to avoid any confrontation that might draw attention to them, Ranulph was about to redirect Penelope and her friend to the rear exit when Lord Saunders turned and faced them. His eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. “I can’t believe the two of you thought this was a good idea. Judy, what were you thinking? Just wait till Father and Lord Ashurst hear of this.”

      Lord Ashurst? His goddess could not possibly be the daughter of the Lord Ashurst, could she? If she were, then she was the young lady his mother had decided would make a good bride for him. The last time he’d seen her, she’d been just a child—a mischievous one at that. Some things did not change.

      Tears were streaming down Judy’s cheeks from under her mask. She shook with fear and pleaded, “You can’t tell him. I promise to never do anything like this ever again.”

      “You won’t after Father hears of this.”

      The scene between brother and sister was escalating and before they started to draw unwanted attention, Ranulph stepped in and addressed Lord Saunders. “And what do you intend to tell your father? That you were here and happened to encounter your sister and her friend?” Even if a father condoned that sort of behavior in a son, most still did not want to hear the details. They simply ignored the gossip while the scandals continued to build and build, and then expected someone else to make amends and save the family from⁠—

      Stamping down those emotions, he took a deep breath. This was not about him and his brother, he had to remind himself.

      Lord Saunders stood silent for several moments, digesting the implications brought before him. When his reply came, his voice sounded sheepish, his eyes cast downward. “No, I suppose not.”

      Ranulph decided it was time to take control. He felt an obligation toward the Ashurst family. His mother had been a good friend of the late Lady Ashurst. And besides, he was intrigued by Penelope Ashurst.

      “This is not the time or place to be having this discussion. Saunders, take your sister home. I will see that Miss Ashurst is safely deposited at her residence. No one needs to know of what transpired here this evening. We will discuss this later at our club.”

      Before too long, Ranulph was rushing Penelope along the deserted pavement, hoping that no one detected their flight. Fortunately, the fog had thickened. The streetlamp’s glowing light created eerie shadows that appeared to move in and out of the haze. The sound of carriages rolling gently along the street could be heard, but only faint outlines could be seen. Dampness hung in the air, creating a veil of privacy, of intimacy.

      “This is most improper,” Penelope blurted out in between quick breaths as she led the way to her home.

      Instead of scolding her, Ranulph teased, “I believe you attending Lord Cowen’s masquerade would be considered more improper.”

      She appeared deep in thought for a brief moment before responding, her dimples framing her smile. “Perhaps, but it was exciting just the same.”

      “Exciting?” He’d never once thought of Lord Cowen or his illicit parties as being “exciting”.

      “Oh, yes… the costumes, the dancing, the conversation… everything.”

      “And what if you were found out?”

      Raising her chin, her reply was firm and laced with defiance. “It would be worth it. I am never allowed to do anything. My father has my whole life planned out, even whom I am to marry.”

      He was curious. Did she realize who he might be? “And who are you expected to marry?”

      Gazing off into the hazy distance, she responded with nonchalance, “Oh, just some arrogant, stuffy old viscount, or rather earl, I suppose. He recently inherited.”

      Old? He did not consider himself old at one and thirty. And stuffy? Had she been talking to Nigel this evening? He did not care what his brother thought of him, but the fact that Penelope might think him so, wounded his male pride.

      “Before I am forced into marriage, I want to experience life. My father would never approve of me knowing, never mind seeing, how the other half of the world lives.”

      It took Ranulph a moment to realize that “the other half” in Penelope’s mind were the male members of the ton. To his way of thinking, “the other half” were the poor—those with the fewest prospects and the greatest worries. But her naïve viewpoint, combined with her lust for life, touched a part of him that had lain dormant for far too long.

      Penelope slowed her steps and gestured to the townhouse in the near distance. “This is my home.” She then turned to him and said, “I do not know the name of the man who so gallantly rescued me from the clutches of the underworld.” Though her voice was serious, there was a playful glint in her green eyes.

      The sound of his own laughter was a momentary shock to his ears. “Ranulph.”

      Penelope eyed him, her eyes getting larger as she questioned, “Ranulph…?”

      “Just Ranulph.” He felt a slight tinge of guilt. Perhaps he should tell her who he was. However, he did not want to spoil the moment. It had been a long time since he’d enjoyed himself to this extent. With Penelope, he felt… happy. There was no other word for it. He decided on anonymity for now. She would find out who he was soon enough.

      “Perhaps then, I am not safe,” she retorted in a playful tone.

      He bowed his head, and then, in a grand gesture, waved his hand in front of him. “You are safe with me, fair Penelope.”

      Green eyes sparkled from behind the golden mask. A sweet giggle was her only response. She was a mischievous sprite, indeed.

      Standing this close to her brought a part of his soul to life he thought had died under the weight of responsibility. His hands ached to touch her. Ranulph quickly surveyed their surroundings. The windows of her home were all dark, and the street was deserted. Giving into desire, he reached out and pulled her into his embrace. She smelled like lavender on a warm summer day. The moment their lips touched, the dormant fire within was ignited. He had thought it would be a simple brush of the lips, an innocent kiss; perhaps, that she would even pull away. Not only did she not, but she also encouraged him with a moan of pure pleasure and roaming hands.

      Deepening the kiss, their breath intermingled. Her hand glided up his neck, sending a tingling of want down his spine. She reached and cupped the nape of his neck, stroking where skin and hair met. Every nerve came to life. Her touch was soft and gentle, but far too enticing all the same.

      Sanity and common sense returned in slow measures. They were standing alone, in the very early hours of morning, outside her father’s home. No matter how much Ranulph did not want this moment to end, he did not want her to be forced to marry him if their tryst was discovered. He wanted to court her properly.

      Pressing light kisses on her plump, sweet lips, he pulled away. “I believe it best that you return inside.”

      She took a hesitant step back, the look in her eyes showing her struggle between propriety and desire. Without a doubt, the kiss had had the same effect on her. Her hand slid down the column of his neck, coming to rest on his shoulder. “When will I see you again?”

      “This evening, at Lady Heston’s ball.” He had received an invitation, but until this moment, he had not wanted to attend.

      She raised a questioning brow, as if she had just uncovered a clue. “So, you are a lord of the realm.”

      Chuckling at her lack of skills of detection, he responded, “Yes, and that is the only clue I shall give you.” Pulling her into his arms once again, he kissed her lips several times more before reluctantly letting go. “Until tonight, my fair goddess,” he whispered before kissing her hand.

      “Until tonight,” she repeated, and then gave him a quick kiss before turning and disappearing through a gate beside the house and into the dark garden.

      Ranulph had been mesmerized by her mere presence. After their last meeting all those years ago, he had thought that if one of the Rochefort brothers had to marry her, it would be Nigel, who was closer to her in age and temperament. That was, until tonight. Nothing would stand in his way of having Penelope as his wife.

      

      Penelope tiptoed through the house. All was quiet, except for the sound of the clock chiming in the main hall. When she reached the safety of her bedroom, she let her elation soar. She had no doubts about what was causing her euphoria. Ranulph.

      After completing her toilette, she danced across the room and climbed into her feather bed, wriggling into its softness. Pulling the blanket up to her chin, she smiled, recalling her evening with him. Was it possible to fall in love with a stranger on first encounter? Her smile widened with her unspoken answer, yes. Mamma had told her that it had been love at first sight with Father. Penelope hadn’t quite believed the beautiful fanciful tale… until this evening.

      No man had ever stirred her senses the way Ranulph did. It wasn’t just that he was so handsome and amiable. There was something more. When he’d looked at her with those deep blue eyes, she had seen passion, desire, honesty, and kindness. She’d felt all those things in his kiss. She wanted to know more, experience more.

      A soft giggle broke the silence of the night and echoed through the room. She brought the edge of the blanket up to her mouth to stifle the sound of her joy. She was most certain that her betrothed would not be so congenial.

      With delicious wantonness, her mind returned to musings of Ranulph.
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