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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting on the edge of her chair, Penelope could not contain the giddiness that was coursing through her body. She fiddled with the small, white crepe roses that were tucked sporadically into the loose ringlets of hair, just as they had been the night prior. She would not risk Ranulph having trouble recognizing her without her mask. Glancing one last time at her reflection, she smoothed an errant curl back into place and smiled. She had never been this happy in her entire life. Just the thought of Ranulph sent a delicious shiver down her spine.

      Grabbing her reticule, she rushed out of her room and down to the parlor. She did not want to delay the evening festivities for another moment.

      “You look quite lovely tonight, my darling.” She heard the pride in her father’s voice. “The Earl of Monfort will be most pleased.”

      The excitement she had been feeling just a moment ago died into a dull ache. “The Earl of Monfort?” she asked faintly.

      The look of annoyance crossing Father’s face spoke volumes, signaling a lecture was forthcoming. “Do you not remember our conversation last night? Lady Monfort and her son are to attend the ball at Heston House.”

      “But…”

      “I will not have this discussion again.” Rubbing his temple, her father continued, “The matter is settled.” His tone was as cold and firm as an old headstone in a graveyard.

      Penelope’s spirits plummeted. How was she to meet Ranulph when Father had, yet again, arranged the entire evening for her? She glanced from her father to the clock on the mantel. Perhaps if she made some excuse when they first arrived at the ball, she could search for Ranulph.

      Rebutting any further chance that she might refuse, her father held out his arm for her. “Shall we go?”

      Placing her gloved hand on his arm, she walked with him out into the cool night air. She had to find a way to search for Ranulph while avoiding the Earl of Monfort, all without raising her father’s suspicions. Despite a chilly breeze, she felt heat rising inside her and tiny beads of moisture forming on her brow. This evening was not progressing at all as she had envisioned.

      The carriage rolled along at an easy pace. She was lost in thought over her predicament when her father broke the silence. “You are quiet this evening. Are you feeling unwell?”

      Jerking her head toward him, she forced a bright smile. “No, I’m quite well.” Through the dim light that filtered into the carriage, she noticed her papa give her a look that said he was not sure he believed her, but thankfully he did not question her further. She did not want to alarm him into returning home because of fears for her health. If he thought she was not feeling well, he would keep an even closer eye on her and make finding Ranulph almost impossible.

      The street became more congested with waiting carriages as their destination came into view. It appeared that every member of the ton had descended upon Heston House. It was rumored to be one of the most anticipated events of the season. Lord and Lady Heston rarely entertained, but when they did, no expense was spared.

      Before too long, Penelope and her father were making their way through the crush into the truly spectacular house. The ballroom was decorated with garlands of pink hothouse flowers and white silk bunting. Not a single inch of wall space was left unadorned.

      Penelope bobbed her head this way and that, looking for either Ranulph or Judy. She had not spoken to her friend since their hasty departure from Lord Cowen’s in the wee hours of the morning. She wanted to find out how Judy had fared after their escapade.

      Since returning home to her own bedroom undetected, Penelope had been too overwhelmed with the events of the evening to sleep. By the time she did drop off, the sun had already begun to rise. Thankfully, Father had allowed her to slumber most of the day away. When she’d finally emerged from her room, there had been no time to visit Judy. So, she couldn’t wait to see her friend and share what had occurred with Ranulph. Just reliving her first kiss made her weak in the knees.

      The crowd closed in as more guests began to arrive. Her earlier hopes of easily finding Ranulph gave way to doubt. There were simply too many people, and to her amazement, they continued to filter into the already packed ballroom. With each new arrival, she held her breath in anticipation. At least she had not yet had to endure the company of the very tardy Earl of Monfort. It had been over a decade since their last meeting, and she had no desire to renew their acquaintance.

      After a while, she’d had enough. There was still no sign of Ranulph or Judy, and the heady scent of perfumed bodies combined with her anxiety made her head throb. She needed space to breathe, a moment to regain her composure.

      Excusing herself from her father’s side, she followed a couple of ladies along the wide hall toward the Pink Parlor. Gilded mirrors, ornate wall sconces, and expensive paintings adorned its pristine white walls. She paused, admiring a painting of the waterfalls at Tivoli. How she longed to see such exotic places. Closing her eyes, she could almost imagine herself walking in the grotto, the mist from the waters crashing upon the rocks, cooling her face.

      Soft footsteps approached from behind. Her heart raced as she turned around, expecting to see Ranulph. A large hand snaked out from the shadow of a pulled curtain and covered her mouth before she could scream. She barely had time to register what was occurring as she was pulled against a firm, masculine form and dragged behind the heavy drapery.

      “We can do this the painless way, my dear, or the hard way,” she heard a masculine voice hiss. She tried to wiggle herself free from her assailant’s grip, only to be rewarded with a cynical laugh. “The hard way it is,” she heard the deep voice chuckle before her world turned dark.

      

      Ranulph stood in one corner of the stuffy, overcrowded ballroom, near the open doors that led onto the veranda. He wanted to go for a walk in the fresh night air but was anxious to find Penelope, too. Since their early morning interlude, he had thought of nothing else but her sparkling jade eyes, her sweet dimples, and the feel of her enticing lips. He could not remember the last time he was so consumed with thoughts of a woman.

      Where is she?

      No one, not even Lord Ashurst, seemed to know where Penelope had disappeared to. That thought was most disturbing to him, for reasons he couldn’t quite explain.

      Scanning the room once again, he was just about to leave when a firm hand grabbed at his arm. He turned around and came face to face with his brother, Nigel.

      “What are you doing here? The young debutantes may get…”

      “Shut up,” Nigel growled out. “Where is the young lady you escorted from Lord Cowen’s masquerade?”

      He eyed Nigel with suspicion. Why was his brother inquiring after Penelope? Nigel’s taste in women was far from reputable, and Penelope was certainly not that kind of woman. “Why do you ask?” He snapped out the words.

      Nigel did not answer straight away, and instead turned and disappeared onto the unoccupied veranda. Ranulph followed with some reluctance. He did not have the patience to deal with his brother’s antics this evening.

      “I’ve just come from Cowen’s.”

      Nigel’s words had Ranulph clenching his jaw tight. “Dammit, have you not learned your lesson…”

      “You ass. Just listen,” Nigel barked out.

      Alarm prickled Ranulph’s senses. He had never seen his brother so agitated. He pulled him farther into the darkness. Prying ears tended to linger. “What’s this all about?”

      “Trane was there.” Nigel eyed him, expecting some sort of reaction. “He was boasting about his upcoming nuptials.”

      “His what?” Lord Perceval Trane was a ruthless bastard. Not even the late Lord Trane had had any liking for his son. Ranulph couldn’t imagine that any female would willingly consent to be his wife.

      “You heard me. He is telling anyone who would listen that he has secured himself a wealthy bride.”

      Ranulph was losing his patience. “Although interesting news, what’s this got to do with me?”

      “The young woman you left with,” Nigel lowered his voice, then continued, “Miss Ashurst? He intends to marry her. They are eloping… tonight.”

      Ranulph repeated the words, hoping he’d misunderstood. “He said he was going to marry Miss Ashurst?” His mind was having the devil of a time comprehending what his brother was telling him. This can’t be true. “Where? When?”

      Rolling his eyes, Nigel repeated, “Tonight. He is taking her to Gretna Green.”

      Through gritted teeth, Ranulph ground out the words, “Are you sure?”

      “Why else would I be here?”

      Ranulph followed Nigel’s gaze toward the ballroom, where several debutantes hovered on the outskirts of the dance floor, each trying to determine their prospects. This was dangerous territory for a rake.

      “Trane is up to something nefarious. He was overheard earlier this evening making plans to⁠—”

      Ranulph jumped in. “What sort of plans?”

      “Let’s just say, I do not believe that Miss Ashurst knows she is to be the future Lady Trane.”

      The hair on Ranulph’s neck stood on end. The bastard meant to kidnap Penelope and force her to marry him. His blood began to boil with rage. Silencing all thoughts of killing Trane, he focused on what mattered most at the moment. Finding Penelope.

      He advanced toward the ballroom, dictating orders to Nigel in the process. “Search the refreshments hall and gaming room. If you find her, do not let her out of your sight.”

      Once Nigel took his leave, Ranulph searched the ballroom for Penelope or Miss Saunders. Since they were close friends, perhaps when he found Miss Saunders, she would know of Penelope’s whereabouts.

      Weaving in and out of the crowd, Ranulph did not catch even a glimpse of Penelope. He continued his search for Miss Saunders instead. He’d only met her for the first time last night, and not exactly under the best of circumstances. But she did have a distinct voice he could easily recognize. After all, how many full-grown ladies sounded as if she were a child of eight?

      However, trying to navigate through the crush without raising concern was proving to be a difficult task. He was about to leave the ballroom when he heard a high-pitched giggle coming from behind. Glancing over his shoulder in the direction of the laughter, he caught a glimpse of Miss Saunders, her deep brown hair piled high on her head, which added height to her petite form.

      Attempting to keep a casual appearance, he strolled up to the small huddle of young ladies. “Excuse my intrusion, but may I have a word with Miss Saunders?”

      He did not wait for Miss Saunders to respond before he guided her away from the group. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught their stares. He was most certain there would be some gossip over his request, but he would deal with that later.

      “Is anything the matter?” Miss Saunders’ question was laced with concern.

      Trying to mask his urgency, he responded in a monotone voice, “Have you seen Miss Ashurst?”

      Miss Saunders shook her head. “Not since last night.”

      “Damn,” he muttered under his breath.

      He glanced about the crowded room, deciding his next course of action, when another young lady who had been standing with the group, and clearly eavesdropping, spoke up. “I saw Miss Ashurst a short while ago walking toward the Pink Parlor.”

      Miss Saunders’ face reddened as she eyed him with alarm. Her voice squeaked as she spoke. “What is going on?”

      Ranulph did not want to distress the girls further, nor risk Penelope’s reputation. Clearing his throat, he calmly said, “I just wanted to inquire after her. I understand she has taken ill.” He hoped the excuse would make its rounds and protect Penelope’s reputation against Trane’s lies. Then, bowing in farewell, he took his leave from the curious ladies, and with discretion, made his way toward the area where Penelope was last seen.

      Before he reached the hall, Nigel joined him. “She is nowhere to be found.”

      Ranulph’s worst fear was being confirmed. He tightened his hands into fists. He had to act fast if he were to rescue Penelope before Trane fled London. “Find Lord Ashurst, tell him… oh, bloody hell…” he paused, not sure how to tell a father his only child was in danger. “Tell him to make some excuse as to why his daughter left early… that she has taken ill and will not be making the social rounds for a few days. Then, discover what else you can and meet back at the house in one hour.”

      Nigel placed a firm hand on Ranulph’s shoulder. “I don’t understand what this is all about, but don’t worry, we will find her.”

      His brother’s words were oddly reassuring. For the first time that Ranulph could ever recall, Nigel was being levelheaded and willing to aid. “Thank you.”

      The gleam of responsibility and purpose shined bright in Nigel’s eyes. “My pleasure.”

      Perhaps there was hope for his brother yet.

      He left his brother’s side and went to the Pink Parlor, searching for any clue along the way. The quiet hall was a collage of ornate wall sconces reflecting endless candlelight in gilded mirrors. He opened and closed several doors, but there was no sign of Penelope. He had just about given up hope when, out of the corner of his eye, several white crepe roses scattered on the floor caught his attention. He picked up the crushed flowers and stared down at them. They were in the same style as those that had adorned Penelope’s hair last night.

      He could only see red. If Trane hurt her, the impoverished lord would pay with his life.

      Rushing back toward the ballroom, down the grand staircase, and into the dark night, Ranulph tried to recall every bit of gossip he had ever heard about Trane. Disturbing thoughts filled his mind.

      Years ago, they had attended Eton together. But after their first year, Trane had never returned. It was common knowledge he had taken ill with smallpox. He survived but was left scarred. He was rarely seen in polite society, keeping to the less desirable parts of town where money masked the scars and bought pleasure. Trane’s father had passed away recently, and rumors swirled to the fact that he’d left his only legitimate heir with a mountain of debt and an estate in disrepair. Trane must believe that Penelope’s dowry would set his finances straight. Why else would he go to such extremes and risk to kidnap her?

      The next few hours passed in a maelstrom of activity as Ranulph tried to piece together the events leading up to Penelope’s disappearance, while preparing to leave London in search of her. Nigel had discovered that Lord Trane and his illegitimate half-brother, Chesler, had been seen leaving London. It was determined that Nigel should stay behind and wait for any further word, or possible ransom note. Lord Ashurst was understandably reluctant to get the authorities involved for fear of his daughter’s reputation. He had asked Nigel and Ranulph to do all they could without revealing to anybody what had happened.

      By the time Ranulph had returned to Monfort House, the clock in the entry hall had just struck half-past three in the morning. But he felt no fatigue. On the contrary, energy flowed through his body, fueled by fury and the unknown. If he just knew Penelope was safe, he could think more easily, more clearly.

      Everyone in the household should be abed at this time of night. He would leave a brief note for Mother, then be on his way. He wasted no time gathering a small satchel with a few belongings before heading to his study.

      Light from the moon filtered into the room, aiding his task. Opening the top drawer in his oak desk, he stretched his hand toward the back of the drawer and pulled out a wood box. Taking a small key from his pocket, he inserted it into the keyhole. The hinge made a slight, high-pitched squeak when he opened the lid.

      “Is that you, Ranulph?” He could hear his mother calling from the dark hallway. He had wanted to avoid a conversation with her, preferring to leave a note stating he would return within a couple of days.

      “Yes, Mother,” he said with a sigh. He really did not have time for this. Grabbing the pistol that lay in the box, he placed the weapon in his satchel.

      When she entered the study, candelabra in hand, Ranulph noticed how tired his mamma looked, and not just from lack of sleep from this evening. The last year had aged her much. Father’s sudden death, and Nigel’s many indiscretions, had taken their toll. Ever since that fateful day last year when Father passed, his mother’s world had been destroyed by grief and worry. “Where are you going?” He could hear the concern in her voice and knew he must be honest.

      He’d never been able to deceive either of his parents. “Miss Ashurst has been kidnapped. I’m leaving to go and find her.”

      He heard his mother gasp with shock at his words. Penelope was the daughter of her late friend. Not to mention her first choice as bride for Ranulph.

      Turning from the desk, he hoped to make an easy escape, but his mother blocked the way. She placed the candelabra on the desk and grabbed his arm. Even through layers of cloth, he could feel her anxiety. “I do not understand why you need to take a risk and be the one to rescue her. You have not seen Miss Ashurst for over a decade. Surely the authorities…”

      “Mother, Pen… Miss Ashurst and I met last night. She needs me. I can’t explain it further.”

      It already felt rather awkward talking about why he was going after Penelope. He did not want to embarrass himself further by telling his mother, from the moment he’d seen Penelope from across the crowded room, he knew they were meant for each other. He did not want to reveal how Penelope’s soft brown hair with streaks of gold had shimmered in the candlelight, or how her green eyes had entranced him, and her dimples had captivated him. He only wanted to confess his feelings to one person, his goddess. How could he explain to his mother what he could not fully explain to himself?

      The silence lingered on. And then, apparently sensing his thoughts, his mother stated, “You love her.”

      Ranulph was about to protest. He did not know if he loved Penelope, or if it was even possible to love someone after one chance meeting. Not to mention how Penelope would feel when she learned the truth of his identity.

      He looked down into his mother’s brown eyes and saw some of the sadness that had been consuming her for the past year simply fade away. Seeing him happy seemed to ease her pain. He would not voice his thoughts.

      Despite her frail physique, he felt her strength when she squeezed his arm. “So, how are we going to get her safely back?”

      “We?” Ranulph had a sneaking suspicion that regardless of what he said, his mother was determined to aid the search.

      “Do not argue with me, dear boy,” she tapped him on the cheek with a firm hand before continuing, “I intend to help in whatever way I can to ensure my future daughter-in-law returns safe and sound.”

      “Mother, we have only just met and besides, she does not care for me.” His mother raised a questioning brow. “Rather, she does not care for Viscount Rochefort.” He felt like he was back in the schoolroom and being scolded for something he did not do. He tried to clarify, but the excuse sounded weak even to his own ears. “We had a misunderstanding years ago over a horse.”

      “A horse? Really now, stop making excuses. It is clear as day that you care for her. Why else would you be going after her in the middle of the night?”

      She was right. He did care for Penelope. But could they really build an entire lifetime together based on one night? The only thing he was sure of at the moment was his intense desire to see her again, and safe.

      “Stop trying to analyze everything,” his mother scolded, interrupting his thoughts. “Go after her, dear boy.”

      Ranulph kissed his mamma on her cheek. “Yes, Mother.”
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      Penelope’s body swayed from side to side. She was shivering from the cold, her head was throbbing, and her stomach was churning from all the motion.

      Motion?

      She struggled against the binding on her wrists. “Why am…” her words sounded strained and hoarse even to her own ears. “Why am I tied up?” she whispered into the dark carriage. The only response came from the wheels pounding the ground.

      Even though she could not see outside, she knew the conveyance was moving at a fast pace. It began to lean to one side as the coachman made a turn. There was nothing she could do but roll with the movement which lifted her off the seat and onto the floor. She landed hard against her bound wrists. Searing pain shot through her arms, but she resisted the urge to cry. Testing the rope, she tried to loosen the binds, but they wouldn’t give. She needed to find a more comfortable position and then perhaps fathom where she was and why she was bound, and in a carriage headed heaven knew where.

      Positioning one shoulder against the seat, attempting to keep her feet firmly planted, she inched her way up as the carriage continued swaying from side to side in the process. Once settled in only a slightly more comfortable position, she began recounting the events of the evening and how she’d ended up here—wherever here was. The last thing she remembered was walking down the hall at Heston House and then stopping to admire a painting of Tivoli.

      As she tried to reason it out, her head started spinning. Black spots exploded before her. She clamped her eyes shut, but the remembered events of the evening spun out of control. Searching for Ranulph. Perfumed bodies. Her father’s warnings. A firm hand. An odd scent. Her eyes flew open. She had been kidnapped.

      How could this have happened? Who would do such a thing? What would her father think? Did he even know what had happened? How would she ever survive this? Even if she could free herself and escape, she had no money, was still wearing her evening clothes, and had no idea how to begin the journey back to London. If she called for help, would someone even hear her? What was she to do?

      Visions of Ranulph waiting for her at the ball hit her at full force. What would he think when she was not to be found?

      She wanted to cry, to give into feelings of hopelessness and despair. But that would not help her out of her current predicament. One thing was for certain—she needed to remain calm and find a way out of this disaster. She could indulge her tears later.

      What felt like days of being jostled about in the rapidly moving carriage were most likely no more than a matter of a couple of hours. She hoped they—whoever they were—would stop soon. Her wrists were raw from where the rope rubbed against her skin. Her arms were numb from being tied behind her back. Not to mention that she was in desperate need of a chamber pot—although at this point, she would settle for an obliging bush.

      The carriage slowed to a halt. Not able to brace herself, she lurched forward, the pain in her arms and wrists ricocheting throughout her body. She kept perfectly still, listening for any clue as to her whereabouts or any indication of who her captor might be. Heavy footsteps sounded outside the carriage, followed by loud breathing.

      Her heart raced when the carriage door swung wide open. Light shimmered from a lantern that was being held by the fiercest looking man she ever laid eyes upon. He must have been well over six feet tall and built like an ox. He had black hair and dark, mean eyes.

      The fear and panic she had been feeling since she woke rose to new heights just at the sight of this beast. She swallowed hard, afraid to speak.

      “Come now, miss,” his voice only slightly kinder than his looks implied. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      She held her breath, waiting for his threat. She knew it was coming. A veritable beast like him was used to threatening… well, everything.

      “That is… as long as you behave yourself and don’t cause us any trouble.” And there it was. His verbal warning was one thing, but the brute continued to just stare at her as if she were his prize. It made her skin crawl and stomach churn even more.

      Then it dawned on her, he’d said ‘us’. So, there was more than one person responsible for her current state. Even if she could manage to get away, she did not think she could escape a group of men.

      She wanted to ask questions, demand answers. Didn’t they know who she was? She was the daughter of a viscount, for heaven’s sake. Then a startling realization came to mind. Perhaps they did know exactly who she was, and they were going to hold her for ransom. This and a million more troubling thoughts were flooding her mind when she heard another voice approach through the darkness.

      “Chesler, I told you to let her alone.” She heard a male voice reprimand. “Go and tend to the horses.”

      “Yes, Percy.” The beast’s tone was obedient, but his eyes told a different story. He was most dangerous to her well-being, indeed. Penelope could not recall ever meeting a Chesler, or anyone named Percy. That did not surprise her one bit. She was completely hopeless when it came to remembering names. But faces… usually she could recall a face.

      Chesler moved out of the opening, taking the lantern with him. Penelope bobbed her head this way and that, trying to catch a glimpse of her surroundings, but it was too dark. Worse still, she could not detect any other human sounds. They must be far out of London.

      Then she heard the footsteps.

      Her other captor, hidden in shadow, appeared in the opening. “I hope you are enjoying the journey, my dear.” He took the lantern from Chesler, hung it on an interior hook and climbed into the carriage.

      “My… my dear?” she coughed out the words.

      She was about to protest and claim that she could not be his dear, because she had no idea who he was when he clarified. “Let me introduce myself. I am Baron Perceval Trane, the only legitimate heir to the late Baron Franklin Trane.”

      The light from the lantern streaked across his face, revealing deep puckering of skin that had never healed properly from an illness. Penelope fought back a gasp. She wanted to turn away when Lord Trane leaned in, his large black irises in direct contrast with the extreme white of his eyes. This was a face she would have recalled meeting.

      He seemed to not have noticed her discomfort. “Now that we are better acquainted,” he said with a touch of humor in his voice, “I will tell you of my plans for our future.”

      “Might you untie me first?” She tried to sound polite. She did not want to anger either of her captors, but she could not take the pain in her wrists for much longer.

      Lord Trane eyed her up and down with the same unsettling look that Chesler had given her. The two men had similar colored eyes and the same cruel look. She wondered if they were somehow related.

      Trane must have decided that she was not a threat, for no sooner had she asked to be released from the bindings than he obliged.

      Relief.

      She rubbed her arm, hoping the piercing tingling would subside. She eyed her sore, red wrists, which were now screaming with pain. Anger rose from within, but she sucked in her breath and held her tongue. She must remain calm and not give her captors cause for retaliation.

      Lord Trane leaned in to look at her wrist, the light from the lantern cascading across his face and emphasizing the deep scarring. Penelope was startled by what she saw, and the sudden closeness of this stranger, who, she was most certain, meant her harm. Edging away from him, she slid to the carriage’s far corner. Despite her effort, the space between them seemed no greater than before.

      Lord Trane must have sensed her discomfort. He offered a flimsy reassurance that only increased her uneasiness. “As my brother said, you have nothing to fear, just as long as you cooperate.”

      Her voice quavered with fear. “What… what do you w…want?”

      “Your hand in marriage.” His eyes took on an odd quality that Penelope could not place. “You, my dear, are destined to be my wife.”

      Choking on the words, she exclaimed, “Your wi…wife!”

      “Yes.”

      “Why me?”

      “It is quite simple. When my father died, I inherited a rundown estate and a mountain of debt. You, my dear, are the answer to my problems.”

      Hesitant to bring up the obvious, but wanting to plead her case just the same, she stuttered, “B…but I… …d…don’t know you. Surely you wish to marry someone you love?”

      Shaking his head, he gave a crooked smile that told her just how naïve he thought she was. Moving closer to the carriage lantern to emphasize his point, he said, “What woman would want a man so heavily scarred? What woman could stand the sight of this?” He waved his hand across his pitted face and lowered his cravat, exposing his neck. The marking on his neck was considerably worse than on his face. Thick circular pockmarks covered the skin, trailing into the folds of his cravat.

      Penelope turned her head away, unable to look further. A part of her felt sorry for him. They lived in a cruel world that often discriminated against those who were disfigured.

      Trane continued to itemize why he was deemed unsuitable. “Who would willingly marry an impoverished lord? No, you are my salvation. And a lovely one at that, my dear.” To her disgust, he licked his lips while his eyes gleamed with lust.

      “My father will not let you get away with this,” she blurted without thought.

      “What choice will he have after we’re married? Oh surely, I could hold you for ransom. However, when word spreads… you would be ruined. So, you see, my dear, I’m really doing you a favor.”

      The way he looked at her made her blood run cold. She’d never seen a madman before, but she was most certain that the person in front of her was stark raving mad. Dread and fear settled into her stomach. If she had eaten earlier, she would have just lost its contents.

      “After we are married, we will retire to the country. You will tend to my needs and provide me with an heir.”

      Another man who wanted to control her life, only this one was meant for Bedlam. She sniffled, fighting back the tears that were stinging her eyes. She still did not understand how it had come to this. Taking in a slow deep breath, she questioned with caution, “Why did you choose me?”

      “It was quite a simple decision, my dear. Your dowry is large, you’ve already had one indiscretion, and…”

      Her mouth opened wide with shock. “What in…”

      “Indiscretion?” Laughter filled the small, dark space. Not a pleasant, gleeful chuckle, but a sinister, intimidating sound. “Lord Cowen’s masquerade. The first moment I saw you, I knew we were meant to be together.”

      The leer on his face was pure evil. She pushed her spine hard against the carriage’s paneling, hoping it would swallow her up, taking her away from this nightmare. She had never been so frightened in all her life. He knew he had her cornered, like a hound that had trapped a fox.

      “Yes,” he began with a snakelike hiss, “I know all about your little adventure. I also know that you left Lord Cowen’s house in rather a hurry.” He stopped, inspecting his hand before he continued in a calm and condescending voice. “With a man… un-chaperoned, while your friend…” his voice trailed off. He looked her directly in the eye. “It would be a shame for Miss Saunders’ reputation to suffer because you are not willing to cooperate.”

      “That’s blackmail!” Penelope cried out. “She has nothing to do with this.” Her own reputation might be in ruins, but there was no need for Judy’s prospects to be destroyed.

      Lord Trane’s manner remained composed and collected while he stated another reason for her to comply. “I also know that you would never do anything to cause your father grief.” With mock concern, he continued, “Why, he must be worried sick about you, my dear.”

      How did he know so much about her? She had been right about one thing; her one adventure would change her life. In fact, it appeared to be costing her her entire future. She did not know what to say. It was clear that any amount of pleading would only earn his wrath. And then, there was Chesler. Just the thought of him made her skin tighten and her throat burn with withheld screams. She did not want to even imagine what he was capable of. She wanted to avoid contact with him at all costs. There was no way she could out-maneuver both Chesler and Trane. No, she was certain that her best course of action was to wait, but for how long?

      Lord Trane exited the carriage, grabbed the lantern, and held out his hand to her. She did not want to accept. She did not want to touch him, even if her hand was still gloved.

      “Come,” he said with impatience, “your accommodation should be ready.”

      Accommodation? Penelope hesitated, but the look in his eyes gave her no choice but to accept. She slid across the seat and braced one hand on the smooth wooden panel. Her hand shook with unease as she accepted Trane’s outstretched gloved hand. She peered over his head, hoping to see some semblance of civilization, but her eyes were met with a still darkness.

      One would have thought the fresh night air would have cleared her mind and helped her to focus on the grave situation. Instead, her thoughts betrayed her. Thousands of stars twinkled in the clear night sky, each one mocking her. You wanted adventure. You disobeyed your father. You have no one to blame but yourself. What is to become of you now?

      Raising a firm hand to her temple, she hoped the pressure would cause the voices in her head to cease. She tried to concentrate on where Lord Trane was leading her and look for a possible means of escape. In the diminished light, all she could see was a partial ruin of what once was a large house.

      “This is Deerhall, what is left of my inheritance.” His tone was bitter and laced with anger. “This way, my dear.” Although spoken politely, the firm grip on her upper right arm brooked no argument.

      She truly wished he would stop referring to her as his dear. Each time he spoke those two words, her stomach lurched, and she had to fight the urge to scream out at him.

      Taking hesitant steps, she followed him toward the dark, crumbling mass of the house, the far side reduced to a pile of rubble, wondering what her fate would be. She listened for the sound of other people, servants… anyone.

      All she heard was the sound of creatures in the night and a distant hoot of an owl.

      Chesler was waiting for them when they entered what she assumed was the hallway. His deep voice rumbled in the empty space. “Her room is ready.” No sooner had the words left his mouth than he turned and stormed off into the bowels of the house.

      Lantern in hand, Lord Trane guided her past what was once probably a grand staircase, now in utter disrepair. Severe cracks on the plastered walls and ceiling looked like a series of large spider webs waiting to entrap their prey. There was no furniture, no carpets, and no paintings; the house was devoid of all ornamentation. Penelope suspected that Lord Trane had sold everything off to pay his father’s debts.

      He guided her down a long, dark hallway. A crisp breeze rattled her senses. She began to shake uncontrollably and wanted nothing more than to run far away from this horrible place. Her captor, however, appeared oblivious to her fear, or simply did not care.

      Moments later, she was ushered into a damp and musty room. “I hope you will be most comfortable.”

      The light of a single candle cast the quarters assigned to her in shadows. An old table occupied one corner, while a makeshift bed of straw graced the other. At one time, the place might have been bright and cheery, but there was nothing cheerful about the dingy space now.

      “Get some rest. We will have an early start in the morning.” The bile rose in her throat as Lord Trane stroked her cheek with the tips of his fingers. “Soon, my dear, very soon.” He turned and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him.

      She was still shuddering from his touch when she heard the lock click into place. She wished she could have been the one who’d locked herself into the room, keeping possession of the key. She did not trust Trane or his brother.

      Walking over to the window, she dragged back the ragged curtains, only to be met with wood planks. Dust floated through the air, making her cough. She pulled at the wooden planks that covered the window with all her strength. Nothing. She should have known that her captors would have ensured against any possible escape.

      Skulking over to the bed, she opened the blanket that was left for her and shook it out several times, hoping that whatever might have been living between its folds found other accommodation for the night. Wrapping the blanket around herself, she looked about, shaking her head in fear and disgust. All the emotions she had managed to contain thus far rushed to the surface. Plopping down on the straw, she buried her head in her arm and cried.

      What have I done?

      

      A firm knock sounded on the door, rousing Penelope from a disturbing nightmare. She’d dreamt that she was being held in a rundown estate, far from her father, far from Ranulph, held captive by a madman.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      Blinking away the last of the demons, she gasped, realizing her nightmare was very much a reality.

      “Miss Ashurst.” She could hear Chesler’s gruff voice calling through the door. “’Tis time you rose. We’ll be leaving shortly.”

      The last thing Penelope wanted to do was to rouse either Chesler’s or Trane’s anger. She quickly tended to her toilette and tried to repair her hair the best she could.

      Her hair.

      She worked her fingers through it. A few of the white crepe roses were still in place. Perhaps if she were to toss them periodically out of the carriage, her father might recognize them and find her. Or was it foolish of her to think that anyone might see such a small adornment? It was worth a try. What other means did she have at her disposal at the moment?

      Removing the dainty wrinkled flowers from her hair, one by one she smoothed them into her bodice, ensuring they were concealed. No sooner had she finished with the task when the lock clicked, and the door opened. Steeling her nerves, she wondered what would happen next.

      “Good morning, my dear,” Lord Trane said in a pleasant tone. “I take it you slept well?”

      No, you brute, her inner voice shouted. The floor was hard, the room was cold, and I was too overcome with worry to rest. But honesty was not in her best interest, so she simply lied. “Yes.”

      “Good. I believe we shall get on well together.” He produced a small, wrapped parcel and handed it to her. His eyes roamed over her body, coming to rest on her bosom. “You must be famished.”

      With each breath she took, his eyes widened with lust. She started choking on the bitterness that crept up her throat. With one hand covering her mouth and the other pressed against her stomach, she jerked away from any contact.

      Laughter rang through the room.

      Placing the parcel on the ground, Trane looked up at her with a devilish smile, clearly pleased that he had discomposed her. “I will return shortly.”

      She opened the parcel and looked down at the stale bread. She did not know whether to toss it aside or take her chances. In a most unladylike manner, she sniffed it.

      It didn’t smell odd. She took a small bite. Deciding it was not laced with poison, she ate the rest. If she were to keep her wits about her, she needed at least a little sustenance.

      She finished her measly breakfast just as the door creaked open and Trane strolled in again. His countenance was far too jovial for her taste. Every fiber of her being wound tighter with each step he took. Clenching her teeth, she waited in wary anticipation to hear what unpleasantness he had in store for her.

      A slow, disturbing smile came to his face. “You are quite beautiful, my dear.” Licking his lips, he reached for her. Before she could control her actions, she jumped back out of his reach, although the moment she pulled away, she realized her mistake.

      A dark gleam flared in his eyes when he grabbed her hand and pulled her into a tight embrace against his body. She opened her mouth to scream, but was silenced by his harsh, demanding kiss. Her stomach churned when he thrust his tongue into her mouth. He tasted like stale ale and cabbages.

      Wiggling one hand free, she pushed on his chest. The more she protested, the stronger his hold on her became. She thought she would suffocate under his onslaught.

      Breaking the kiss, Trane pulled her farther into him. His whispered words were harsh in her ear. “Remember, in the future, my dear, you will not pull away from me.”

      Still grasping her one hand, he dragged her from the room and through the house at a rapid pace and out to the waiting carriage. She could feel the hot tears stinging the corner of her eyes, but she would not give him the satisfaction of crying in front of him.

      In the full light of day, she could see the extent of the scarring on his face. The pockmarks were round and deep, but were more or less similar in color to his skin. Based on the conversation during the night, she suspected the scarring was more severe in other areas, but she found she was far more repulsed by his insane mind and manner than his skin.

      “Get in,” he demanded. Giving her no opportunity to dally, he lifted her, shoving her into the conveyance and slamming the door shut.

      The interior was dark, with only a sliver of light coming from one of the boarded windows. Penelope pressed her face against the wood surface and looked outside. The day reflected nothing of what she felt. The sun was shining, birds were chirping, and there was not a cloud in the sky. The carriage shifted and then lurched forward with movement.

      Alone, she inwardly sighed with relief. She was thankful that Trane had not decided to join her inside the carriage. She needed this precious time to think of a plan.

      Bracing herself against the movement of the conveyance, she continued to look through the sliver, trying to ascertain where she might be going, but nothing looked familiar. Worse still, she did not see any sign of life on the road. Pulling one of the crepe roses from her bodice, she fingered the wrinkled gauze, wondering when best to release the first flower.

      All of a sudden, the carriage shifted sharply to one side, and she thought for certain that they would tip over. But the movement was over just as quickly as it had begun. She looked out of the small opening once more. From what she could discern, the road seemed to have widened. It appeared they had turned onto a main road.

      Looking down at the flower, she uttered a silent prayer. Kissing the flower, she pushed it through the small opening, and watched it flutter out of sight before leaning back on the soft, albeit worn cushion, her body weary from fear and heartache. She could not contain the stinging tears. Would she ever see her father or Ranulph again?
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      Ranulph had traveled through the night and most of the morning. His muscles burned from hours of hard riding. Both he and his horse needed rest. Bringing Thorold to a slow gait, he surveyed the area, settling on a shaded spot away from the main road. After dismounting, first he tended to the horse, and then set about rummaging through his satchel for something to eat. After satisfying his hunger, he propped himself against the trunk of an old oak tree and closed his eyes.

      Sometime later, a bright light cascaded over his face. His surroundings came into a slow focus. The sun was now directly overhead. Damn, he must have dozed for a couple of hours.

      Without further contemplation, he saddled Thorold and prepared for the next leg of his journey. When he reached a coaching inn, he inquired after Trane, but to no avail. He did not waste any time lingering and continued on with all due haste.

      Unfortunately, the road was crowded and a dray carrying lumber slowed his progress even further. He shifted impatiently in the saddle. A detour was a possibility, but then he thought better of it. Trane would have most likely stayed on the main highway, the quickest way north to Gretna Green. Ranulph felt certain that he was closing in on them.

      It looked as if the road was widening up ahead. He would be able to pass the dray and then pick up his pace. He was about to kick Thorold into a canter when the elderly man driving the dray pulled it to a halt.

      The coachman behind Ranulph bellowed, “Move on. What’s this all ’bout?”

      Clearly annoyed with being yelled at, the old man yelled back, “’Tis a down tree up ’head… damn fool.”

      Ranulph dismounted Thorold and walked his horse around the dray, the scent of freshly cut wood filling his nostrils. There was indeed a tree branch blocking part of the road. It wasn’t exceptionally large, but made passing difficult just the same.

      Ranulph turned to the old man and motioned to Thorold. “Hold his reins. I’ll move it.”

      The man took Thorold’s reins from Ranulph. Stroking the horse’s neck, he glowered with envy. “Might’ fine ’orse you ’ave, my lord.”

      Ranulph only nodded in reply. He did not have time for small talk. The sooner the road was clear, the sooner he could find Penelope. The branch of the tree, which was still moist from where it had broken off the trunk, was no match for Ranulph’s strength. Releasing his frustration on the innocent branch, he lifted it and threw it off the road. In less than two minutes’ time, the remaining debris was cleared and strewn on the roadside.

      Brushing off his hands and breeches, a familiar shape on the ground caught Ranulph’s attention. Bending down, he picked up the crumpled and dusty crepe flower.

      Penelope.

      He was certain it was her flower. It had to be. His hopes soared. He was going in the right direction. With renewed energy, he mounted Thorold and kicked his horse into a canter.

      

      The tedium of the journey was starting to wear on Penelope. Her forehead ached from pressing it to the narrow opening. She had just released her second-to-last flower, and her hopes of being rescued were diminishing with each passing mile.

      Resting her head against the cushioned seatback, she closed her eyes and indulged herself in the memory of Ranulph. Did he wonder about her? Were his feelings for her just as strong as hers were for him?

      She lost herself in the memory of their kiss. It had been so magical, so gentle, and yet, so intense. The feel of him against her had made her senses reel and her insides warm. Ranulph was nothing like Lord Trane. They were such extremes. Where one was gentle, the other was harsh. Where one made her giddy, the other made her ill. She could have spent the entire day naming their differences.

      The road had suddenly become quite uneven, jarring her upward and downward. She grasped the edge of the seat, trying to keep upright. A loud squeal exited her mouth. “Oh!” She had just managed to steady herself when they hit another rut, and she bounced off the seat and onto the floor.

      She climbed back on to the seat, expecting the pace to increase. Instead, they came to a halt and remained stationary. She heard loud cursing, but did not know whether it came from Chesler or Lord Trane.

      The door flew open, and her heart began to pound. Once again, she was face to face with those unsettling eyes. “Is… is there a problem, Lord Trane?”

      “Chesler is checking the wheel. You may stretch your legs.” Trane eyed her with suspicion before adding, “And don’t attempt anything sneaky.”

      With a watchful eye, she exited the conveyance. She inhaled the fresh country air, her mind beginning to clear. Glancing around, she spotted a large oak. Asking in the sweetest tone she could muster, she enquired, “May… may I go over there to… tend to…?”

      Recognition of what she was asking set in. “Oh. Of course, my dear, of course.” One moment Trane was harsh and growling out orders, the next, offering concern and endearments. He truly was insane.

      She walked over to the oak, listening all the while for sounds of others. By the time she reached the tree, the only sound she heard was the wind. Leaning against the rough surface of the trunk, she stretched her limbs. Her head snapped up to attention. Holding her breath, she listened again. She never thought she would ever be so happy in all her life to hear the noise of another carriage approaching from the distance.

      Glancing behind her, she saw that Trane and Chesler were busy inspecting their own vehicle. Lifting her dress above her ankles, she proceeded with caution toward the road.

      The ground was littered with twigs. She stepped with vigilance, hoping the wind rustling through the leaves would mask her footsteps. The oncoming carriage was still a distance off and not within shouting range. Not wanting to chance her only opportunity of possible escape, she picked up her pace, trying to cover the last yards to the roadside without being detected. But before she could get far, a firm hand covered her mouth, and she felt herself being dragged away from the road.

      “I trusted you to stay put.” Trane’s voice growled in her ear. He pulled her around, so she faced him, his one hand still holding hers, now painfully behind her back.

      With her free hand, she swung at him, making contact across his pitted cheek. His response came not in words, but in a harsh, painful kiss.

      Breaking away, he warned, “Do not try to escape again, or you will regret it.” His voice was low and disgruntled. He bent his head to kiss her again. She tried to evade him, but he was much stronger than she. “When we are husband and wife, you will accept me with open arms—or else.” He emphasized his sentence with a painful twist to her arm.

      She bit down on her lip to control the pain that was cursing through her body. She did not want to show any more weakness than she already had.

      Trane laughed at her feeble attempt to maintain composure, and his grip lessened. Penelope brought her knee up full force, making contact with his groin.

      “You little bitch,” he cried out as he struck her across her face.

      She fell back from the force of the blow and hit the ground. Edging backward, she scrambled to get to her feet but met with something hard. In one swoop, she was raised off the ground, her feet dangling in the wind.

      Chesler covered her mouth with his hand. She bit down hard, the taste of dirt and sweat making her stomach lurch, sending bile up her throat. “Let me go,” she screamed with all her might, hoping that someone in the conveyance that was almost upon them might hear her cry.

      “Put her in the carriage before someone sees,” Trane barked out, still bent over from the pain she had inflicted.

      Chesler carried her back to the carriage, tossed her in, and then slammed the door shut with a loud thud. Several moments later, she heard a carriage whip past them. Her only hope at being rescued had just passed her by. Alone with her thoughts once again, she dwelled on her dire circumstances.

      Before long, they were off again at a reckless pace, Penelope tossed from one side of the conveyance to the other. A corner was taken too fast, and all of a sudden, she heard—and felt—a loud crack ripple through the vehicle.

      The back right side of the carriage dipped down at an odd angle, causing her to slide to the corner. Commotion rang out all around. There were too many sounds to identify until she heard Chesler’s voice rise above the mayhem, trying to calm the panicking horses.

      She did not know what to expect, but she knew her last chance for being rescued was close by. Removing the final crepe rose from her bodice, she clutched it firmly in her hand.

      The door opened, and a very irate Trane appeared. His nostrils were flared and his breathing was heavy. Through clenched teeth, he informed her, “We are walking to town. Chesler will follow later.” Not giving her even the briefest moment to compose herself, he pulled her out of the disabled conveyance.

      She struggled to keep her balance but, despite her efforts, fell to the ground. She kept a firm hand closed on the flower, hoping Trane did not notice she was trying to conceal something. When she finally stood, she was staring straight down the barrel of a pistol.

      “I am in no mood.” The look on his face was dark and foreboding. “If you make a scene, or try to escape, I will shoot you. Heiresses are dispensable enough. I will find another to take your place.” He threw a travel-worn cloak at her. In a voice that brooked no argument, he commanded, “Put this on.” Turning her northward, he pressed the pistol—hidden by the cloak—into the small of her back and marched her forward to what felt like her doom.

      Hours later and exhausted from the long walk, all Penelope wanted to do was rest. But when they entered the town, her exhaustion gave way to elation. There was much activity as dozens of people milled about. When they stopped at the first coaching inn, Trane made arrangements for the carriage to be repaired and also learned that there was to be a fayre on the morrow. The news seemed to darken his mood even more. Penelope, on the other hand, could not have been more pleased. She hoped the crowded town, combined with the needed carriage repairs, would slow their journey.

      At inn after inn, they were told the same thing: no rooms were available. By the time they reached the last one, Penelope’s hopes were all but shattered. The future seemed very bleak. The crepe rose that she had been clutching since they had left the broken-down conveyance was all that remained of her faith that her father might find her before it was too late. Opening her hand, she released her last hope to Fate.

      Trane ushered her into the main room of the inn. She was so tired from walking; her shoulders were curled forward, and she could barely stand. Her throat burned from breathing the dust from the road and lack of water.

      Keeping her close in front of him, Trane continued to keep the pistol pressed to her back, while he searched out the innkeeper. When they finally met the short, fat man, Penelope was shaking with fear.

      “Are there any rooms available for me and my wife?” Trane’s voice showed none of the anger he displayed just a short time ago. It was as if he had two personalities.

      “You’re in luck. There be one. Secon’ floor, far end, facin’ east.”

      “That will do nicely. My wife has taken ill from our long journey.” His voice was full of concern when he detailed their needs. She felt the pistol ease away from her back, but took no chances.

      She did not listen to the arrangements that were being made busy as she was surveying the room, looking for any opportunity, searching for anyone who might be sympathetic to her plight. Perhaps she would be able to sneak away later and plead her case to the innkeeper.

      Keeping up the pretense of a happily married couple, Trane said, “This way, my dear.” The pistol was in place again, pointed at her back.

      Following the innkeeper, Trane guided her up the narrow stairwell and down the dimly lit hallway. Looking around at her surroundings, she missed her footing and began to fall. Trane caught her and pulled her close to his chest. Her heartbeat quickened and beads of sweat formed on her brow at the nearness of him. A loud gasp escaped her lips as he jabbed the pistol into her side.

      “You all right, Mrs. Chesler?” the innkeeper said with concern as he glanced over his shoulder.

      Penelope knew better than to speak. Sucking in her breath, she bit her lower lip. She only hoped the old man could read the despair in her eyes and would question further.

      “My wife is just unwell, please lead on.”

      By the time they reached the room, her nerves had all but come undone. Horrible images rushed through her head over what Trane might do to her. She tried to remain calm, but with each ill imagining, her breathing increased, and her body temperature rose.

      Trane whispered something to the innkeeper and then directed her inside. Once the door was closed, the anger he’d been concealing came back at full force.

      “I don’t want any trouble from you.” He proceeded to pull a short rope out of his pocket. “If you promise not to scream, I won’t gag you.”

      Backing up, she tried to increase the width between them, but the room was small and there was no escape. Her body trembled with fear as he grabbed her sore wrists, and pulled her toward the four-post bed. She began to panic over what might happen next and mumbled some incoherent plea.

      “Hush,” his voice was soft, in direct contrast to his actions. “I only want to ensure you don’t run away, my dear. I’ve grown rather fond of you. I mean you no harm.”

      She should have been thankful for those words. But all she could think about was what this monster could do to her.

      He pushed her to the floor and then bent beside her, wrapping the rope around her wrists. The rope cut into her delicate skin, the pain renewed with each tug. Satisfied with his knot, he straightened and examined her with eyes that she had grown to detest in such a brief amount of time. “Food will be brought up shortly.”

      Uncertain what to say, she tried to play on his sympathies and gain at least a little freedom. “How will I feed myself if I am tied up?”

      “Not to worry. I will release one hand.” He looked at her with an odd gleam. “Perhaps I am not such a monster after all.”

      Could he read her thoughts? No, it was just a coincidence. Taking in a slow, deep breath, she reminded herself to keep calm and look for any circumstance that might aid her.

      A hard knock sounded on the door, followed by the sound of a woman’s voice. “Yer food, my lord.”

      “Leave it outside. My wife is ill,” Trane called through the door. A couple of minutes passed before he opened it and brought the food inside. Placing the tray beside Penelope on the floor, he came around and untied one hand. “Eat.”

      This was one command she had no qualms about following. The smell of roasted pigeon pie, fresh bread, and baked apples made her mouth water. With her one free hand, she devoured the food in a most unladylike fashion. She had not realized how famished she was until she started eating. Within a short amount of time, she had consumed all but a few morsels, and her stomach was sated.

      “I’m going out.” Trane tied her sore wrist back to the bed and then took his leave.

      She struggled against the binding, but the rope just cut further into her torn skin. She then tried to lift the corner of the bedpost with her shoulder, hoping that she could move it enough for the rope to pass underneath, but she was not strong enough. Resting her head against the side of the bed, she sniffed back her tears. “I suppose I’m trapped here.”
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      The road was dusty and crowded with travelers. If it weren’t for the two crepe roses Ranulph had found along the road a short time ago, he would have despaired at ever locating Penelope. Upon reaching the next town, he bribed the postilion to glean what information he could and learned that a man fitting Trane’s description had arrived several hours previously with his conveyance in need of repair. The trail, however, ended there. There was no further information to be bought.

      The small town bustled with activity. Travelers, merchants, and locals all mingled together in anticipation of the grand fayre that was to start the next day. Ranulph was thankful for the diversion; it allowed him to inquire further after Trane without raising too much attention. He had been one step behind them the entire journey, but he was most certain that Trane did not anticipate the delays or the crowds, something he intended to use to his full advantage.

      Already tired and travel worn, Ranulph spent the better part of the day inquiring at one inn after another. He was amazed that he had lasted this long without proper rest or sustenance. Rest will come when Penelope is safe became his mantra.

      The Wild Pigeon was the last lodging in town. Approaching the entrance, Ranulph halted mid-step, his heart beating rapidly as Chesler came into view. Wherever the younger brother was, Trane was certain to be close behind. Indeed, for as long as Ranulph could remember, the two were never far apart.

      Hurrying away from the entrance, Ranulph concealed himself behind a stationary conveyance. He watched Chesler exit the inn and make his way to the alehouse next door. Sneaking up to the establishment’s window, he approached with caution and glanced into the dingy space. Chesler had taken a table at the far end, and was already ogling the comely barmaid.

      A plan came to mind. Carefully peering about, Ranulph proceeded to the inn. When he stepped inside, the smell of potatoes and mutton entered his nostrils and his stomach cramped in protest. He glanced around for Trane, but there was no sign of him.

      Approaching the innkeeper, he was about to speak when the rather rotund man gurgled out, “There ain’t any rooms,” and before Ranulph had a chance to question further, he turned and walked away.

      Ranulph was unsure of how to proceed. He didn’t want to cause a scene, but he needed information. He glanced about for someone who might aid him when his opportunity walked right up to him.

      “Sor’y bout my da’.” The innkeeper’s daughter was the spitting image of her father in both looks and girth.

      Hoping to soften her resolve, Ranulph flashed her with what he hoped was a charming smile. “Actually, I am not in need of a room. I was looking for… my sister and her husband. You see, we were to meet here before going to the fayre.” He knew his excuse was flimsy at best, but he didn’t have time to be more inventive and needed answers.

      The innkeeper’s daughter eyed him warily. He pulled out a coin and pressed it into her hand. She closed her fingers over it in the palm of her hand, then opened them enough to glance at it and then quickly pocket it. “What’s the name?”

      The name? He assumed Trane would use an alias, but what? Ranulph scanned his mind for any inspiration as to what Trane might use. He did not want to raise suspicions. It was a long shot. Trying his best to appear absentminded, he fumbled through and presented the two possibilities. “Trane… Oh, I’m sorry, she is recently married. Chesler.”

      “There’s a Mr. and Mrs. Chesler here. Them’s arrived jus’ this aft’rnoon.”

      Ranulph proffered another coin with the hope of loosening her tongue a little more.

      She smiled at him, revealing a mouth with few remaining teeth. “Rooms at the top, far en’, fac’n’ east. They’re up there now. Mr. Chesler said he was wantin’ an early start. Don’ know ’bout Mrs. Chesler, she wer’n’t lookin’ too hale.”

      The news hit him like a brick to the head. What had Trane done to her? He could feel his body heat with rage. Taking slow, methodical breaths, he tried to steady his nerves. He needed to be rational. Any mistake on his part could cost Penelope her life.

      “I believe I will let her rest for a while. I would appreciate you not informing my sister or brother-in-law of my arrival. I would like to surprise them.” He tossed the woman yet another coin for her secrecy and turned back into the entry hall. Surveying the space with a skeptical eye, he tried to determine who best might aid him in his scheme.

      Wood tables were scattered throughout the common room, a few occupied by huddles of men. Ranulph stood off to one side, trying not to attract any attention, watching them. One group was already in their cups. Shaking his head, he thought to himself, they would never do. He continued to survey the various huddles, and within a short amount of time, it became quite clear who might be willing to accept the challenge.

      The men eyed Ranulph with obvious suspicion as he approached. That is, until he tossed a coin on their table. “How would you gentlemen like to earn some easy money?”

      “How easy, and how much?” the largest of the three men asked.

      “Very, and a guinea apiece.”

      The three men looked at one another for a brief moment, smiled, and then nodded their silent acceptance. The man who had questioned before spoke up again. “What do we need to do?”

      Pulling up a chair, Ranulph began to delineate his plan. It was quite simple, really. The men were to get to know Trane and Chesler. Drink with the brothers, entertain them and introduce them to some of the local customs. The tricky part came when Ranulph described Trane’s unique features, namely his scars.

      The largest of the three rubbed a dirty hand across his bristly face. “It might be nigh on impossible to find a wench who’s willin’, let alone all the trouble for such little coin.”

      Ranulph raised his brow in question. “For an extra three guineas… apiece?” He knew it was an outrageous sum to pay, but he wanted to ensure success.

      The man’s eyes gleamed with greed. Greed was a powerful ally and Ranulph intended to exploit it to its fullest benefit.

      After arranging the specifics and ensuring that the men knew what they were to do, Ranulph wasted no time. He made his way up to the second floor and down the hall to the room that was supposed to be occupied by Trane.

      A faint feminine voice could be heard on the other side. Pressing his ear up against the door, Ranulph could also hear Trane’s muffled tones. He strained to make out the conversation, but Trane’s words were indistinguishable, though they were growing louder.

      “Damn.” He did not want to be caught by Trane. Glancing both ways down the length of the hall, he looked for an exit. There was but one way in and out. That would complicate matters.

      The hall was not well lit, which was of benefit for concealing his features, but there was no place to hide. The location of the room made it near impossible for him to run the length of the hall without raising some suspicion. Frozen in place, he watched as the handle on the door to Trane’s room start to turn.

      Turning away, he started down the hall, trying the knob of the next door he reached.

      Locked. He moved on to the second.

      He’d just reached the third entrance when he heard the door to Trane’s room open. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the light filtering into the hall as it opened wider. He heard Trane bark out, “Stay put.”

      Keeping his back turned away from Trane, Ranulph pretended that the door in front of him led to his own room and prayed that it was not in use. He put his hand on the cool knob and began to turn it with care. If someone was inside, he did not want to alert them to his presence. Once the handle started to give, he applied more pressure and completed the movement.

      Success.

      He slipped inside the room and closed the door just moments before he heard Trane’s heavy footfall hasten by. Resting his head against the paneled wood, he sighed with relief. That was too close.

      Opening the door a couple of inches, he listened for any sign of further movement in the hall. Satisfied that Trane was not lingering about, he left the room with caution, too anxious to see Penelope to safety to wait a moment longer.

      When he reached Trane’s room, he tried the handle. “That’s odd,” he whispered under his breath as he opened the unlocked door.

      Standing paralyzed in the open doorway, he was not prepared for the sight that met his eyes. Penelope was sitting on the floor, tied to the post of the bed. That, at least, explained why the door was unlocked. When he stepped across the threshold, she whipped her head around. Her chest rose and fell in panic. The moment their eyes met, the look in her eyes went from alarm to relief. He closed the door and locked it.

      “I thought I would never find you.” Rushing to her side, going down on his knees, he pulled out the small blade from his pocket and untied her. Taking her face in his hands, he brushed soft kisses across her lips.

      Tears were racing down her face. “I’m so glad you did. I’ve never been so frightened in all my life.” Her fingers were gripping his shoulder, her body trembling.

      Helping her to stand, he kept a firm but gentle hand around her waist. He looked her up and down with concern. “Did he hurt you?”

      Her tears continued to flow in a steady stream. She turned her face away from him as if ashamed. He held his breath, waiting for her to respond.

      Dear God, what has that bastard done? No words were spoken as she extended her wrists for him to examine. He held them gently while he inspected them. Dried blood was smeared across her skin where the rope had rubbed it raw.

      Looking at the ground, she did not meet his eyes when she began to speak. “He… tried to force himself…”

      When her sentence trailed off, Ranulph feared the worse. He was going to kill Trane and Chesler. A slow and painful death was what those two deserved. He was afraid to ask, but needed to know. “What happened?”

      “He tried to…” she hiccupped on a sob, “and I didn’t know what to do, so I…I kneed him in the…” She cleared her throat as if embarrassed, before continuing, “…in the gentlemen’s area.”

      Ranulph, so relieved at her words, couldn’t help but laugh. “That was very resourceful,” he said, before kissing the tip of her nose.

      “Trane didn’t think so.”

      “No, I don’t suppose he would.” Ranulph carefully gathered her into his embrace. She was safe and he would not let anything, or anyone, come between them. “I won’t let him harm you ever again.” He brushed loose strands of her light brown hair off her face and kissed her cheek. “You’re safe now.”

      Reaching up on her tiptoes, she pulled his head down to hers and whispered, “Thank you for rescuing me.” Her mouth curved in a smile before she kissed him back.

      It would have been so easy to lose himself in the moment, and the last thing he wanted to do was break the embrace, but they were not out of danger yet. Trane and Chesler were still lurking, and he and Penelope had the journey back to London to contend with. Pulling away, he gazed into her beautiful green eyes and saw his future.

      “We need to go as far as we possibly can from here.” He glanced about the room, unsure of what he was looking for.

      A warm breeze swept through, disrupting his thoughts. Releasing Penelope, he walked over to the window and pulled the thin curtain to one side.

      The room was situated at the rear of the inn, not visible from the street. A large ash tree provided shade, one of the sturdier branches just reaching the window. He looked across the small field that ran the length of the back of the building. Not a soul in sight.

      It was a risk. But it was the better of two choices. The chances of Trane spotting them in the common room were far greater than being caught fleeing out of a second-story window at the rear.

      “We will have to climb down the tree.”

      Penelope’s eyes widened in shock and disbelief. She walked over to the window, looked down toward the ground, and muttered, “I…I’ve never climbed down a tree before. Or up.”

      “We have no other choice. I’ll go first and then help you.” He offered a reassuring smile. She did not appear to be convinced.

      

      Out of the window?

      What was he thinking? She could not possibly climb down a tree in a dress. She did not think she could even complete the challenge in breeches.

      “Ready?” His deep voice asked her.

      How she loved the sound of that voice. It beckoned her to follow him anywhere. She took in a deep breath. “Ready.”

      She watched Ranulph clamber out the window and test the first branch. He disappeared into the foliage for a moment, then poked his head through the leaves and called softly to her.

      “The limbs are stable.”

      She still wasn’t convinced. Sitting on the windowsill, she gathered the length of her dress and eased her legs over the sill. She tried not to look down.

      Focus on Ranulph… Don’t look down… Focus on Ranulph…

      Reassuring her, he reached out for her with his hand, his voice gentle and caring. “Give me your hand. I will not let you fall.”

      Trembling from head to toe, she reached out to him. Nudging forward into the unknown, she held her breath and took a leap of faith. Just as he said, he never let go.

      “You need to open your eyes, my love.” There was no hint of laughter in his voice, but when she did, his smiling gaze belied his tone.

      She could not respond. It took all of her effort to keep calm and just breathe. She allowed him to guide her along the sturdy branch, sliding one slippered foot behind the other. When at last she reached the trunk, she wrapped her arms around it, hugging it as if her life depended on it.

      “I will start to go down first. Don’t follow until I tell you.”

      “I won’t.” She thought she heard him chuckle, but ignored it. Her biggest concern at the moment was how she was going to get down. For the first time since exiting the window, she looked at the ground. They had to be twenty feet up. Her chin rose, and she closed her eyes tight. Breathing heavily, she rested her cheek against the rough bark, praying that somehow this ordeal would go away.

      “Penelope,” Ranulph whispered through the layers of foliage, “lower your left foot.”

      Pressing her lips together in determination, she slid down the trunk, lowering her left foot as instructed. Excitement surged through her body when Ranulph’s firm hand encircled her ankle, guiding her foot to a lower branch. She was most certain that she blushed from her toes all the way up to her cheeks.

      “Now, the right foot.”

      She’d never imagined that climbing down a tree could be so arousing. The feel of his hand guiding her down took her mind off the danger. Placing her right foot firmly on the next branch, she loosened her grip on the trunk, noticing the imprint of the grey bark on her hand.

      Green leaves caressed her skin as she climbed downward. With Ranulph’s guidance the task was completed in a matter of minutes. When at last her feet were firmly touching the dark brown earth, she leaped up, wrapped her arms about his neck, and kissed him.

      “You are far too tempting by half, my love.” He brushed a kiss across her lips. “However, we must make haste.”
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      The sun had dipped behind the trees and would soon sink below the horizon; before too long, night would be upon them. However, Ranulph could think of nothing else but putting as much distance between them and Trane as possible. He did not know whom would do more harm to whom, but his first priority was to see Penelope safe. Her account of her ordeal, and Trane’s motives for the abduction, made him want to hang, draw and quarter the bastard.

      He hoisted Penelope up onto Thorold. The large stallion shifted in protest at the unfamiliar body on his back. Penelope’s eyes opened wide with alarm.

      “Easy, boy.” Ranulph’s soft words were meant to calm the horse, but appeared to have the same effect on Penelope. Her eyes softened, and she relaxed. That is until Ranulph mounted behind her. He felt her body tense from the closeness of their bodies. Propriety dictated that she behave like a proper young lady, but he sensed that his goddess was more curious than her outward appearance showed. With his heels, he nudged the horse forward into a slow gait.

      The main road back to London would have provided the quickest and most direct route to their destination. However, once Trane discovered Penelope was missing, this highway would be the first he would search. Ranulph had to outwit her abductor if they were to survive unscathed. They would travel the lesser-known byways, stay on the outskirts of towns, and try not to attract any attention.

      Penelope shivered from the dampness that hung in the air. He wrapped his arm about her waist and brought her closer into him. He liked the feel of her slight frame against him, the scent of lavender that wafted from her hair. It took all his concentration to focus on the task at hand.

      However, within a short amount of time, he felt her sag against him. His own body screamed for respite. Even Thorold was starting to lag. His was a strong horse, able to cover sixty miles per day, but that was with a single rider. He’d already pushed Thorold, wanting to waste no time in finding Penelope, but he would have to rest him soon if they were to keep the pace needed to outrun Trane and his brother.

      Darkness had long since enveloped them. The wind had stopped altogether, and the sounds of the night became more intense. The moonless sky was both a blessing and a detriment. They moved easily about, attracting little notice, but they were also ready prey for highwaymen. Ranulph hoped that any would-be robbers would prefer to stay to the main, more lucrative roads.

      Navigating Thorold off the highway, he brought the horse to a halt near a small grouping of trees. He’d wanted to find a proper place to spend the evening, but the inns had been full in each town they’d passed through.

      Penelope raised her head and asked in a sleepy voice, “Where… where are we?”

      “Still a good distance from the next town, but Thorold needs to rest.”

      The concern he heard in her voice touched his soul. “So do you.”

      He dismounted first. Then, placing his hands on her waist, he lifted her off Thorold. Even when her feet were safely on the ground, he did not relinquish his hold.  Her green eyes sparkled against the darkness of the night, inviting… wanting. Taking her fingers to his lips, he kissed each tip softly. When he flicked his tongue on the pad of her thumb, he heard her sigh in pleasure, her smile revealing her sweet dimples.

      Their intimacy was broken by the sound of Thorold nickering; his needs were not being tended to. Laughing at his horse’s demands, Ranulph removed his bag from where it was secured behind the saddle and handed it to Penelope. “I will look after the horse. See what you can find for our comfort in this.”

      He turned his attention to Thorold, while Penelope set about setting up camp.

      Pulling out a blanket, she shook it and laid it on the ground, her movements fluid and elegant. Ranulph almost forgot what he was supposed to be doing, so mesmerized was he by the sight of her completing the mundane task.

      Never once had she complained or argued about the accommodation, or lack thereof. When he first met her, he’d thought she was beautiful and possessed such joie de vivre. But his goddess was so much more. She was caring and passionate, reasonable and resourceful, strong and delicate. He was head over heels in love with her. That thought came out of nowhere, but seemed more natural than breathing itself.

      As if sensing his thoughts were about her, she stopped what she was doing and looked at him. He felt like a child who’d just got caught sneaking off with a sweet.

      “What are you doing?” Her brows crinkled together in question.

      He cleared his throat, ignoring her question. “Are you hungry?” He turned and rummaged through his saddlebag, pulling out some bread and cheese that he had purchased earlier in the day. “It is not much of a feast, but will have to do for now.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      Heat seared through him when their hands brushed as she took the offered items. They settled on the blanket and ate in silence, casting inquisitive glances at one another. When the last crumb had been eaten, she stretched toward him and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

      He did not have the wherewithal to ask what she was thanking him for; her kiss burned his skin with need.

      In that moment, he wanted nothing more than to succumb to his fantasies and make Penelope his. But she was an innocent and deserved more than a tumble in a field under the dark night sky. Stamping down his rising desire, his voice turned gravelly. “Penelope, I think it best that we rest now.” He gathered her in his arms. “Sleep, my goddess. Tomorrow will bring another adventure.”

      

      The morning sun fought through the haze to make its presence known. Dew sparkled across the earth like thousands of diamonds in the light. Birds were chirping, a bee was buzzing near a wildflower—nature was brimming with activity all around them. Penelope stretched her aching limbs. The ground had proved to be a hard and unforgiving bed, but sleeping in Ranulph’s arms had been a piece of heaven.

      Bringing her legs up to her chin, she rested her cheek on her knee and watched Ranulph prepare his horse. Despite his height and muscular build, she did not fear him. On the contrary, she felt safe. His hair reminded her of honey, his eyes the color of the sky on a clear, cloudless day. The moment she’d seen him enter Trane’s room to rescue her, any doubt that she’d had about his feelings for her were obliterated. Throughout the journey, he had been thoughtful and caring, never demanding or showing any anger toward her for getting herself in this predicament. And when he looked at her with those brilliant blue eyes, she could see desire. It thrilled her to her very depths. She was in love, deeply and completely.

      The spell was broken when she heard him ask, “What are you thinking?”

      Not wanting to reveal her feelings just yet, she decided to discuss something else that had been on her mind since Lord Cowen’s masquerade. “Are you ever going to reveal your family name?”

      “No.”

      Shocked that he was still so elusive after all they had been through, she questioned his response. “No?”

      “No.” Shaking his head, he rubbed the back of his neck. “Not yet, anyhow.”

      Trying a different tactic, she teased, “We did spend the night together. I think you owe it to me to reveal who you are.”

      “And I think we should begin our journey.”

      She was disappointed. She wanted to know who he was. Doubt crept into her heart. Why was he being so secretive? What did he have to hide?

      The moment he came up behind her and put his hands on her waist to hoist her onto Thorold, her body jolted as if lightning had coursed through her. How could all her doubts be extinguished by his mere touch? Was she being foolish to think she was safe with him?

      

      Hours later, Ranulph felt Penelope shift against him. They had been travelling for most of the day. The weather had been pleasant, but the constant warmth from the sun had taken its toll.

      He squinted, looking into the distance. “It looks as if a small village lies just up the road. With any luck, there’ll be an inn.”

      Luck was not on their side. The small hamlet was nothing more than a farm. As he brought Thorold to a halt in front of the wood gate, there was no sign of life coming from the farmhouse. Scanning the landscape up ahead, he noticed that the field beyond was alive with movement as hay was threshed.

      Farther up the road, partially concealed by a grove of large oak trees, something else caught his attention: a small, run-down cottage with an even smaller stable-like structure situated a short distance from the cottage. It looked abandoned. There was no light from the windows or smoke from the chimney. He dismounted and then assisted Penelope. She followed close behind as he guided Thorold into the stable. In less than five minutes, he’d removed the saddle and bridle.

      Placing his hand in the small of her back, he guided Penelope toward the cottage for some much-needed rest.

      The cottage’s interior was cold and musty from disuse. The only light filtering into the space came from a bay of grimy windows. Raggedy old Holland cloths covered what was left of the modest furnishings. It was apparent the building had not been in use for a very long time, but it was suitable for a short rest.

      Before he could speak or move, he heard rustling sounds coming from the outside. He signaled to Penelope to get behind a covered sofa. Pulling out the pistol he had tucked into his breeches, he slunk to the window to see what had made the noises.

      Straining his neck to get a better view without being seen himself, he spied two figures lurking outside the cottage. Without delay, he scurried to where Penelope had hidden, grabbed her hand and pulled her down the dark hall, running one hand along the cool wall for guidance. Closing his eyes for a brief moment, he tried to adjust to the dark surroundings.

      “What…”

      Cutting off her sentence, he whispered, “Trane and Chesler are outside.”

      Without any words, Penelope tugged him toward a closed door that had a faint glow of light creeping out from a thin crack in the wood. Inside the room, there were no curtains on the window, and everything was covered with grim and dust.

      In a voice just above a whisper, she pointed to a large wardrobe. “What about in there?”

      There was no time to lose. The front door of the cottage had squeaked open, and loud footsteps could be heard. Ranulph opened the wardrobe, helped Penelope inside, and then climbed in behind her, concealing them from the outside world. He felt around for something to secure the door shut. She shifted against him, and then handed him what felt like a ribbon. Placing the pistol on floor of the wardrobe, he tied the narrow material around an interior latch. It would not keep Trane out, but hopefully if he tried the wardrobe door and felt resistance, he would move on.

      “Search everywhere.” Ranulph heard Trane bark out the order to Chesler.

      Their heavy footsteps on the creaking floorboards were getting closer. Ranulph held the ribbon tighter in place with both hands.

      “I don’t think they’re here. Let’s just go before we get caught.”

      “Look in that room, Ches.”

      Chesler’s heavy footfall passed in front of the wardrobe. He jiggled the door with little force. Penelope grasped Ranulph’s arm, her nails digging into his skin through the sleeve of his jacket. He held his breath and was most certain that she did as well.

      All was silent for what felt like an eternity, and then Chesler passed by again, calling out to Trane. “Not here.”

      Penelope’s grasp on Ranulph’s arm eased, but his skin still prickled from where her nails had dug in. After countless moments, he thought he heard the sound of hoofbeats fading into the distance. They both released their breath in unison, but neither moved.

      He could feel her chest rising against his as her breathing increased. Wrapping his arm about her waist, he brought her in closer to him. Her intoxicating scent filled his nostrils. He wondered what she was thinking… feeling.

      A moment later, she answered his unspoken question. “Kiss me.”

      He bent his head, intending only to reassure her with a simple kiss. But the moment their lips met, mutual desire consumed them. What was it about her that made him want to throw caution to the wind? She wrapped her arms around his neck, pushing closer into him. The feel of her warm body against his was almost too much to bear. He broke away from her lips, trailing open-mouthed kisses down her neck. She moaned his name into the wardrobe’s darkness. One hand roamed over his back, while the other cupped the nape of his neck, encouraging him to explore further.

      Frustrated with his slow progress, he tugged on her dress to expose more flesh. Her skin was smooth and delicious. He wanted to undress her, gaze upon her naked body, drink in the sight of her every day for the rest of his life. He had never felt this way with any woman.

      Edging the top of the bodice down further, he cupped one breast in his hand. Nibbling his way down her neck, he felt her pulse quicken.

      “Penelope, you are…” He stopped short. Lifting his head, he listened closer.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Before he could put words to his concern, the air began to thicken, the smell of burning infiltrating the small space.

      With quick hands, he set Penelope’s clothes to rights, untied the ribbon, and opened the doors with caution. He glanced about but saw no sign of anyone. The room was already filled with smoke.

      “The cabin is on fire,” Ranulph said as he helped her out of the wardrobe. “We will have to move swiftly. Keep near to the ground.”

      Loud shouts rang in the distance. “Fire! Fire!”

      Pulling a white kerchief from his pocket, he handed it to Penelope. “Cover your nose and mouth with this. Try not to breathe in the smoke.”

      They made their way into the hall, but the entry to the cottage was almost completely engulfed by flames, trapping them. He pulled Penelope back into the small room; there was only one way out.

      Pulling the Holland covers off the furniture, he searched for something, anything, that would suffice.

      “Stand back,” he ordered Penelope. Bracing himself against the wall, he kicked one of the bedposts with as much force as he could muster over and over again. With each kick, the smoke infiltrated his lungs and burned his nostrils. “One last…” With a final swift contact, the bedpost made a sharp crack, splintering to one side. He grabbed the weakened piece and bent the post until it broke away.

      Pushing Penelope aside, he charged the window with the wood. Glass shattered everywhere. Penelope grabbed one of the covers that he had thrown on the floor and draped it over the base of the windowsill.

      The heat from the fire had become more intense. Bits of burning debris were floating in the air. The sound of crackling timbers about to give way thundered through the cottage. Ranulph hoisted Penelope up on the sill and out of the window, and then, in one swift leap, he followed her, almost tripping over her as he landed on the hard ground.

      She had collapsed, gasping for breath between deep, harsh coughs. He picked her up and hurried away from the burning structure. Once at a safe distance, he turned his attention to her.

      “Take slow, deep breaths,” he choked out between coughs. He felt helpless. He rubbed her back as she continued to fight for air, tears streaming down her red face. “Deep breaths,” he encouraged until, at last, her labored breathing eased, and the coughs subsided.

      He pulled her into his arms, relief flooding through him. Kissing the top of her head, he held her tight against him. She was safe in his arms, but for how long? Trane was behind the attack, he just knew it. In fact, he would not put it past Trane to set all of England on fire just to satisfy his need for revenge. He began to stand, looking over his shoulder toward the smoldering structure.

      “Damn.”

      “Wh…what’s wr…wrong?” Penelope choked out.

      “I left the pistol in the wardrobe.”

      

      Black smoke billowed from the cottage. Horses’ whinnying, the shouting of workers from the field beyond, crackling timber, all echoed in Penelope’s ears as she and Ranulph stayed near to the ground, moving away from the commotion, circling back to where Thorold should be.

      As they moved swiftly through the trees, she kept her hand clasped to his and said a silent prayer that they would survive the ordeal. She was just about to breathe a sigh of relief when she heard the voice that had been haunting her for the past couple of days.

      “Where are you going in such a hurry?” Chesler’s voice grumbled with anger. He wagged his pistol at Ranulph. “Who is your friend? Didn’t think you were clever enough to escape on your own.”

      Chesler’s huge form loomed in front of them. She stepped in front of Ranulph, hoping desperately that Chesler would not tempt to incur Trane’s wrath by shooting her, at least not just yet.

      “What are you doing?” Ranulph growled into her ear.

      “Quiet,” the mighty beast bellowed.

      All sounds of the world around Penelope disappeared as fright began to envelope her. Stamping down the fear that was rising from her gut, she said in a slow tone, “You don’t want to shoot us.” With each word, she inched closer to a pile of small rocks that littered the ground a couple of feet away. Her hand was still clasped in Ranulph’s, concealed behind her back. Hoping he was not ticklish, she motioned with one finger against the palm of his hand in the direction of the rocks.

      His nostrils flaring, his eyes wide open, the large, distended vein in Chesler’s neck vibrated in anger. “I will shoot you if you don’t shut up.”

      She edged another step, closing the distance between them and the rocks. She repeated slowly again, “You don’t want to shoot us.”

      There was no time to hesitate or be frightened. This was their only chance. They needed to act before Trane caught up with Chesler. She felt Ranulph move behind her. It all happened so fast, she was unsure what happened next. One moment she was standing, the next, she was on the ground watching Ranulph charge headfirst into Chesler’s gut.

      When Ranulph made contact with Chesler’s midsection, the two tumbled to the ground. The sound of the pistol discharging rang through the air. Chesler wailed in pain, but he was still fighting with what appeared to be tremendous force.

      Horrified, she watched the scene as if not in her own body. She scurried backward from the two men wrestling about on the ground, their grunts disrupting the sounds of nature.

      The pistol was too far out of reach, and besides, she did not know the first thing about firing a weapon. She did not want to risk injuring Ranulph. Out of the corner of her eye, she snatched a glimpse of the rocks. Trying not to bring attention to her movements, she reached for one and waited for her chance.

      Chesler flipped Ranulph onto his back and threw a powerful punch. Penelope jumped back again at the thwacking sound that Chesler’s fist made against Ranulph’s jaw.

      “It will be my pleasure taking Miss Ashurst off your hands when you are dead,” Chesler chortled.

      The man’s back was toward her. It was now or never. She stepped in closer, rock in hand, took a deep breath, and brought the heavy stone down with full force onto Chesler’s head. A thin stream of blood trickled down the back of his neck, but in spite of the strength of the blow, the action only seemed to have stunned the giant beast.

      However, Ranulph took advantage of the momentary reprieve. He thrust the heel of his hand upwards into Chesler’s nose.

      Grabbing his face, Chesler rolled off Ranulph, rocking himself back and forth. Blood gushed from his nose, running down his mouth and chin.

      Without second thought, Penelope took another heavy rock and smashed it against Chesler’s head. “And that’s for kidnapping me.” Slamming the rock down again, she cried, “And that’s for tying me up!” She struck him again, and then before she could bring the rock down once more, she felt the heavy weight being taken from her hand. Looking downward at the man who caused her so much grief, she began to tremble. Her insides were numb, and coldness enveloped her. “What have I done?” she murmured.

      Strong arms enveloped her, guiding her to a standing position and away from the barely breathing body. “Shh, it’s all right, my love.”

      “He was so…” Hiccupping on a sob, she continued, “…so cruel, and…” She looked into Ranulph’s blue eyes. What she saw was not anger or criticism, but pride. She wiped away some dirt from his cheek. “Thank you for saving me.”

      “I believe that it is I who should be thanking you.” He kissed her forehead before taking her face in both his hands. “But if you ever put yourself in harm’s way to try and protect me again, I’ll…”

      Penelope saw the anguish and fear in his gaze. His jaw was clenched, and he was taking in deep breaths, as if trying to control his emotions. Then he clutched her against his chest, his heart pounding wildly.

      “I can’t live without you.” His voice softened to just above a whisper, “I can’t…”

      A distant yell broke through their moment. Penelope’s heart raced, filling with dread. She raised her head. “What was that?”

      Ranulph turned from side to side as the source of the noise came into sight in the distance. “It’s Trane.” His voice conveyed all the urgency she was now feeling. “Come on.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her through the copse.

      They had just cleared the small grouping of trees when the sound of Trane wailing echoed among the branches. “You’ll pay for this, you little bitch!”

      Ranulph continued to pull her in the direction of where he had left Thorold. The horse was stomping his hooves, as if sensing the immediate danger. Ranulph tacked up the horse, his movements efficient but hurried.

      The moment he hoisted Penelope onto the impatient horse, Thorold threw his head back in protest. “It’s all right, boy,” he said in a calm voice. He rubbed the horse’s muzzle with small circles, the soothing tone and movement of his hand easing the horse’s agitation.

      He joined Penelope atop Thorold. Pulling her against his chest, he kicked the stallion into a full gallop. The sound of Trane’s wild shriek rose above the pounding of the horse’s hooves on the packed earth.

      The wind whipped through her bedraggled hair. Their pace was fast and swift, as if the devil himself was after them. She stifled a hysterical laugh because the thought was right on the mark. There was no time to lose.

      By the time the sun had begun its descent, she was worn out. She was certain Ranulph and Thorold were even more so. They had kept up a vicious pace the entire day, never stopping for more than a moment. When a village came into sight, she wanted to cry with relief.

      We’re safe.
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      The sun began to set, signaling the end of another day. Ranulph had hoped they would be nearer to London, but was thankful that Trane had yet to catch up to them. Now, because of the horse’s weariness for mile after mile, they clopped along the road at a snail’s pace. Thorold had been ridden beyond the point of exhaustion.

      Ranulph knew he could not push his horse to such extremes another day. Once they found an inn, he would hire a carriage to take them the rest of the way and send for his horse in a couple of days.

      The Swan’s Crossing was a welcome sight. It was a simple wood and brick structure overgrown with wisteria. The interior, however, was anything but simple. The walls were adorned with paintings of the local flora and fauna. Lattice windows in the upper part of the wall allowed for the fading sunlight to filter into the space.

      The mellow light cascaded across Penelope’s crème complexion. For the first time since their journey had begun, Ranulph noticed how much she had matured. The girl he’d met several nights ago had transformed into the woman before him. She possessed such spirit, bringing a part of him to life that had been quiescent for quite some time. He made up his mind. He would confess all the moment this ordeal was over, but for now, he would see to her comfort and needs.

      

      Penelope dropped her hand from Ranulph’s and shuffled behind him with the arrival of the proprietor. She did not know what the man would think of their unkempt appearance, or the fact that she was an unmarried woman travelling without a maid.

      Despite his outward appearance, Ranulph conducted himself as if he were the Prince Regent himself. It was not the first time on this journey that Penelope wondered who her mysterious rescuer actually was.

      “My wife and I desire your finest room for the evening.” Not waiting for a reply, he continued on with his requests, “We also require hot water for a bath, and supper in our room.”

      Did he say wife?

      The thought of being Ranulph’s wife made her giddy with delight. When she was young, she had often dreamed of whom she might marry. Despite her father’s insistence over the years that Lord Rochefort, now the Earl of Monfort, would make an excellent match for her, she had dreamed of an all-consuming love. She was most certain that a stuffy gentleman, regardless of title, was not her ideal.

      In her dreams, the man she was destined to marry was handsome and strong, kind and thoughtful, and in possession of a good sense of humor. Everything Ranulph was. She wanted a love like that which her mother and father had shared. Even when her mother lay dying, her father never left her side. He saw to her every need, right up to the very end. And when her mother passed, her father declared that he would never marry another, for no woman could ever take her place in his heart.

      “Yes, my lord. My wife and I are only too pleased to see to your comfort.”

      Mrs. Swanson, the innkeeper’s wife, gestured to them. “This way, my lord.”

      They followed her up the wide staircase. The second floor was just as elegant as the first. Adorned sconces lined the walls, providing a soft glow down the length of the short hallway. The elegant carpet was a welcome comfort to Penelope’s aching feet.

      Mrs. Swanson stopped in front of a door embellished with delicate scrollwork in varying shades of red and gold. “I will arrange for your supper and other needs,” she said in a polite voice.

      The door opened onto a small parlor decorated in hues of blue. A round mahogany table with a large vase of flowers was the focal point of the room. The creamy marble fireplace provided warmth and comfort.

      Penelope walked farther into the parlor, noticing the four-poster bed in the adjacent chamber, its cream coverlet with embroidered flowers accentuating the feather mattress beneath, a welcome sight to her travel-worn body. The bedroom was clean and spacious, its deep mahogany furniture contrasting with cream-colored walls that were adorned with more paintings of the local fauna and flora. There was even an adjoining dressing room with a bathing tub. Oh, my. A bath seemed like a too-good-to-be-real luxury after what she had endured over the past forty-eight hours.

      No sooner had she returned to the parlor, there was a knock on the door. Ranulph opened it to a flurry of activity. Several servants were bringing in buckets of hot water. Another brought in a tray of food. Within a matter of moments, a feast of thin slices of beef with honey sauce, bread, potatoes, and wine was laid out on the table.

      “Will that be all, my lord?”

      Ranulph nodded his head, closed the door, and bolted it against any furthers intrusions.

      Penelope watched him stroll toward her. She thought he was going to kiss her, but instead, he held out his hand. “Come with me.”

      Putting her hand in his, she followed him into the dressing room. A brazier kept it warm, and the sweet, flowery scent of lavender wafted through the air. The reflection of candlelight danced across the walls like two lovers waltzing. Steam rose from the tub in intricate patterns, creating an air of intimacy.

      Ranulph undid what was left of her simple coiffure. Closing her eyes, she relaxed her head into the palm of his hand as he massaged her scalp. The stress of the last couple of days faded away, replaced by sensual pleasure. She felt his body come closer. With slow movements, he began to undress her, her dress inching down her body, followed by her undergarments.

      Lifting her into his arms, he carried her the short distance to the tub and lowered her in. Leaning her head back, she closed her eyes; the hot water was a soothing balm to her aching limbs.

      Her heartbeat quickened when Ranulph began to wash her body. She loved the feel of his hands exploring her. Running one hand up the length of her leg, he continued to massage her until he reached the apex of her thighs. Her eyes opened wide and locked with his as his hand neared her mons. She should have protested, or at the very least been embarrassed, but she found she wasn’t. She could not focus on anything but the pleasure his fingers were bringing her.

      Leaning into him, she pleaded, “Kiss me.”

      “With pleasure,” he uttered before taking her mouth in a searing kiss.

      She fidgeted, wanting out of the tub to be closer to him. Barely breaking the kiss, he lifted her from the bath and set her down on a nearby chaise. Kneeling before her, he rubbed the towel methodically across her tingling body.

      There was a mutual need to touch and explore. Her hands roamed over his broad chest and shoulders with an urgency she had never felt before. She wanted to know more, experience more. She had a feeling this would be an adventure like no other.

      “I want you,” he whispered in a husky voice, while nibbling on her ear. He pulled back, breathing hard, and stared into her eyes. She felt the restrained desire and conflict pulsing through his body. He studied her face. “I can stop.”

      Pressing a finger to his lips to silence him, she gave him a reassuring smile. “I don’t want you to stop. I want you, too.” She had never been surer of anything in her entire life than what she wanted in that moment. She pulled him in and kissed him, flicking her tongue across his lips.

      Strong arms lifted her against his chest. He walked across the room to the bed, never breaking the kiss. After depositing her on the feather mattress, he brought a tray of food to her.

      “You must be famished. I’ll return soon.”

      She was, but not for food. Soon after he disappeared into the dressing room, she heard the sound of water gently lapping against the side of the tub. She nibbled at the food as her imagination drifted with thoughts of Ranulph’s impressive form sinking low into the bath. She fantasized about what it would be like to run her hand up the length of his leg.

      When he returned to the bedroom, she chided her imagination. It had not done him justice. Mesmerized by the sight of his naked form, she shivered in anticipation as he removed the tray of food to a small table.

      When he joined her on the bed, the full length of his muscular body so close to hers, her body quivered. Caressing her skin, his fingers swirled over her breast, down her stomach, then to her most sensitive spot that was hidden by curls. When one finger entered her, she jumped, startled by the sensation. She heard his tender endearments as he continued his exploration, but was too enthralled by all the emotions bubbling inside to comprehend the words.

      His lips moved down to her breast. She heard herself moan in pleasure when he flicked his tongue across the hardened nipple, then took her flesh fully into his mouth. Shifting his weight, he settled between her parted thighs. His manhood stood ready to invade her most delicate folds.
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