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Prologue

				Maitland Hall

				Colton, England, 1805

				There was nowhere to hide. Penelope Maitland considered her options as her cousin, and world’s tallest nine-year-old, David, continued counting. The salon’s chairs had those annoying, thin legs, and so did the sideboard. Those were no good. The curtains were too sheer and the table  …  the table!

				She crawled under the table just as David finished counting, turned around and headed straight for her.

				“You always hide in the most obvious places!” he complained, crouching to meet her eyes beneath the furniture. “How did you ever manage to get away from your nurse?”

				“I have my ways.” Penelope took David’s proffered hand as she squeezed out from under the table. In truth, she never needed to hide from Nurse. The woman liked David more, and she was far too busy prettying herself up to notice Penelope slipping out of the schoolroom. She never needed to hide from anyone. David was the only one who ever sought her out, and he rarely visited.

				Talking about Nurse seemed to conjure her up, because she burst into the salon, breathless, her big bosom heaving. “Master David! Thank goodness you found Miss Penelope. I’ve been looking everywhere for her.” She pressed David’s grinning face to her breast and glowered at Penelope. “The baron wants to see you.”

				“Father’s home!” she jumped, earning another glare from Nurse. “Where is he? When did he arrive? How long has he been here? Did he receive my letter?”

				Nurse smirked. “He’s in his study. He’s been here since dawn.”

				But  …  it was nearly suppertime. He must have forgotten about her. Again. Still, she thought as Nurse led her into the study, Father is home. And she’d missed him.

				That was all that mattered.

				“There’s my little pet!” Father said, as he looked up from the papers laid out on his desk. He was dark and handsome, like a prince from a fairy tale. But he was grinning at Nurse, so perhaps the greeting wasn’t meant for Penelope.

				“Father! Did you get my letter? Is that why you’re home?”

				After dismissing Nurse with a nod, Father reluctantly turned his hazel eyes on her. “Yes, I received your letter.” He motioned for her to sit across from him and waited until she was comfortable. “You know, Penelope  …  ‘love’ has an ‘e’ at the end.”

				“Oh.”

				“That’s right, it also has an ‘o’ in the middle, not a ‘u.’”

				He looked disappointed in her. “I’m sorry. I’ll do better, Father, if you teach me.”

				She would not cry. She wouldn’t. Father didn’t like tears, from her or Mama.

				Father cleared his throat and shuffled the papers on his desk. “Well, there is a way you can make up for your failings, and your mother thinks it’s time you are told. You might be a girl, but you can make a lot of money for us, Penelope.” He grinned, looking proud of himself. “You see, three years ago, I gave your hand away in marriage to a future earl.”

				Marriage? He was surely jesting. She was six! “Can I still live here?”

				“You don’t have to move out for a while yet.” Father laughed. “Not until your future husband comes for you. You see, that saves us a London Season, and your future father-in-law is a very wealthy friend of mine. Your Uncle Hugh might have produced the heir, but it will be you who will make the family part of an earldom. It’s important to us, and that’s why I’m here. This is your duty, Penelope, and even my brother can’t complain about that.”

				She doubted it. Uncle Hugh bossed Father around, and he disapproved of almost everything Father did, especially when it had something to do with the “tumbling ladies” Father saw in London. She tried to imagine marrying for duty like her parents had, being wife to a man who was rarely around and having headaches that prompted daily visits with Dr. Walker. Would her husband tease her about not being good at playing hide and seek then abandon her to Nurse, like David had earlier? And David was one of the good boys.

				“I don’t like boys.”

				Father looked horrified. “Listen, missy, you will marry the future Earl of Ravenstone and help me make up for failing to produce a boy. You don’t want your uncle to be the baron, do you? He’s awful. You want to help me. I need you to do this.”

				She nodded. He’d never needed her for anything before. Perhaps if she agreed, he would stay.

				He grinned, all charming once more. “Don’t worry, Penelope. You’d like this boy, because he acts like a girl. He’s almost twelve but still can’t stomach shooting pheasants with me and his sire.”

				“Why not?”

				He shrugged. “He says chicks need their parents. The boy has strange ideas, just like you.”

				Just like me, but better. He made Father listen. She should write to this boy and ask him how he achieved this feat. “What’s his name?”

				“Lucas,” Father answered after a long pause. He took a feather from his pocket. “He suggested I give you this, though I’m not certain why he thought you’d want it.”

				Because he wanted her to know she wasn’t alone. She was sure of it. He’d never met her, yet he’d thought of her.

				He saved pheasants. She smiled. “I’ll marry him, Father.”

				“Good girl.” He reached out and ruffled her curls.

				“I’ll thank him for the feather.”

				“Do you know how to spell his name?” Father shook his head and sighed. “We want to make a good impression. Proper girls do not just send missives to strange boys, Penelope.  They don’t misspell anything when they do. Wait for him to write to you. If he wants to hear from you, he will let you know. You don’t want to scare him away by being overeager. Trust me, no one likes that. It’s annoying.”

				Was that why Father was never around? Because she was overeager and annoying?

				“Now, send Nurse back in here,” Father continued. “She’s been naughty not teaching you your letters well enough.” He chuckled. “She shall be spanked.”

				Penelope laughed with him, though she wasn’t sure why Father found the thought of spanking Nurse so amusing. She would ask Lucas about it.

				She had no doubt he would write to her soon. Maybe he would understand and explain the joke to her. That evening, she placed the pheasant feather on her pillow and began writing to a boy whom Father said was just like her. If Father was right, then she already knew what Lucas would want from her. Letters always took a lot of time and effort, but if she began now, then it wouldn’t take long for her to reply once Lucas’s letter arrived. She would impress him with her skills.

				
Dear Lucas,

				Father likes to spank my nurse  … 

                

				She paused, remembering how disappointed Father was when she’d misspelled “love.” She continued writing, concentrating on each word until her eyes grew heavy and the letters blurred together. She needed to read the missive again on the morrow, to make sure there were no mistakes. It had to be perfect, and she didn’t have much time.

				Because Lucas would write soon. Perhaps his letter was on its way at this very moment. When she was ready for bed, she reached for the feather and held it close to her cheek.

	
Chapter One

				London, 1824

				Lucas Arthur Phillip Drake, fourth Earl of Ravenstone, sat across from his friend and grudgingly accepted the truth: The dead in his family had cunning ways of exacting revenge from beyond the grave. Their ghosts haunted the living, demanding justice. Demanding vengeance.

				And in this instance, they demanded a wedding.

				The earl fell silent after imparting this information to his friend and stared at the fireplace in moody contemplation, resigned to the untenable situation in which he found himself.

				“You’re looking very grim for an eager bridegroom.”

				Lucas’s gaze snapped back to his friend, the amiable Anthony Milthorpe, Viscount Westville, who sat opposite Lucas at their table near the grand marble fireplace in the opulently styled room of his gentlemen’s club while they savored the excellent brandy one expected to be served at Brooks’s.

				This afternoon, however, he had more than just the communal enjoyment of expensive spirits on his mind. One look at the empty mahogany tables and plush leather chairs confirmed that he’d chosen the best time of day for the meeting. Except for a small group of elegantly attired young gentlemen seated at the other end of the room, it was entirely vacant.

				Shifting his gaze back to Westville, Lucas realized his companion was waiting for him to explain why he was so “very grim.” He knew he appeared almost sinister compared to his childhood friend. Fair-haired, tall and lean, Anthony was his exact opposite in looks and temperament. Lucas had inherited his Spanish mother’s dark coloring and his father’s monstrous build.

				They did have one thing in common, though, he thought. Information. Anthony was the only person outside of Lucas’s family who knew about the infuriating terms of his father’s will.

				He crossed his arms over his broad chest, leaned back in the oversized leather armchair, and sighed before quietly announcing the reason for their meeting and his demeanor. “I’m leaving for the South Lakes tonight to collect the little baggage.”

				“Good God, man, that’s no way to refer to a fiancée!”

				Leave it to Anthony to be gallant. What else was Lucas to call a fiancée he had neither proposed to nor even met?

				“You’re the expert at charming the ladies.” Lucas stretched his long legs out in front of him and gave Anthony a mocking glance. “What would you have me call someone I’ve been promised to since I was a boy, whom I now need to wed if I don’t want to lose all the lands that go with my earldom?”

				Anthony grinned. “Destiny?”

				He let out a low, embittered laugh that rumbled from his chest and shook his shoulders. Then he took a healthy swallow of his brandy, refusing to dignify Anthony’s daft suggestion with any reply.

				Apparently sensing that Lucas was not in the mood for jests, Anthony cleared his throat and soberly said, “You’re not the only one being forced into this marriage, you know.”

				“I’ve given her enough time to cry off.” Lucas gave an indifferent shrug, then added, “In any case, it hardly matters now. I’ve only four years left to meet the terms of Father’s will, and I see no point in delaying the inevitable any longer.”

				Especially since a title would be of little use without most of the vast holdings his father had chosen not to entail on Lucas. Everyone who relied on him rightfully expected him to hold on to the properties if he could.

				“I still can’t believe your father did it,” Anthony muttered as he splashed more brandy into both their glasses, draining what was left in the decanter. “He was not an unkind man. It doesn’t make any sense.”

				“It makes perfect sense,” Lucas countered. “I have a duty to sire an heir. Considering my mother’s reputation, Father knew it would not be easy to find a willing bride to continue our tainted family line.” And he’s using me to exact payment from those who abandoned him at his time of need. “It just irks me to know that Father didn’t think I was capable of finding a bride on my own.”

				“Tainted? Ravenstone, we both know your mother was not insane,” Anthony grumbled, but his uneasiness at the topic was evident in the way he shifted in his chair.

				“No, but even I could not have described Mother as the embodiment of stability,” Lucas said bluntly. He had never been the sort to hide from the ton’s opinion of his beautiful, unpredictable mother.

				The late Countess of Ravenstone had been an emotional pendulum; constantly swinging from extremely high spirits to deep melancholy during what she called the “agony and bliss” that was her life. Her restless soul lurked in the darkest depths of Lucas’s past, along with the memory of his dead father lying in a pool of blood in the family’s hunting lodge.

				Lucas shook his head to dismiss the painful thoughts and decided to return to the business at hand. “I didn’t come here to discuss my mother. Am I to assume your aunt is still willing to live in Ravenstone with Olivia while I’m away?”

				Anthony snorted. “Aunt Lucy has talked of naught else. I almost feel sorry for your little sister, you know.” He gave him a mocking look of contrition. “Five minutes with my aunt and her incessant yammering about the latest in her growing collection of ailments will bore little Olivia to tears.”

				“Boredom will be a nice change for her,” Lucas drawled as he straightened in his chair. At least he didn’t have to worry about Olivia while he dealt with the unpleasant business of claiming his bride. “With our parents’ demise, her upcoming Season, and my impending marriage, my sister already has enough excitement in her life.”

				He gave his friend a serious look. “Will you be able to escort your aunt and Olivia to Ravenstone tonight?” When Anthony nodded in the affirmative, Lucas continued, “Excellent. I appreciate your help. Surrey is not far away, but I don’t like the thought of them travelling without a male escort. If you call in at my townhouse at, say, half past six, you can be back in London before midnight.”

				At his friend’s ready agreement, Lucas finished his drink and put his glass down, intending to leave when Anthony’s softly spoken question stopped him.

				“Do you even remember the chit’s name?”

				He had to suppress an impatient sigh. Why couldn’t Anthony leave the subject alone?

				“Yes. Father’s will doesn’t mention it, but the betrothal contract does. She is Miss Penelope Maitland, the late Baron Maitland’s daughter. Maitland was one of Father’s cronies.” It was the first time he had spoken his betrothed’s name, and he said it slowly, testing the feel of the name on his tongue.

				“I didn’t know Maitland had a daughter. Is she pretty?”

				“I have no idea.” He stood, suddenly eager to end the conversation. “Maitland died before she was supposed to have her come-out, and the current baron has yet to let her have one.”

				Taking his cue, Anthony rose from his chair with a solemn expression and shook hands. “I suppose you’ll be a married man when you next step foot in London. Let me be the first to congratulate you on your pending nuptials.”

				Lucas returned the handshake and nodded, his mouth curving into a bleak smile of resignation. Then he strode out of Brooks’s without another word to anyone, oblivious to the wary stares the illustrious club members cast as he passed along the way.

				Raging echoes from the grave compelled Lucas to wrestle with fate. And one way or the other, he meant to win.

				• • •

Accepting defeat, Penelope Rose Maitland gave in and quickly grabbed a piece of piecrust, furtively dropping it onto the flagstone floor. Her border collie’s grateful sigh made her grin.

				“I saw that, Polly! Don’t even try to deny it.” Mari’s angry accusation was uttered in a dark voice that barely rose above the constant din of raucous laughter and conversation pervading The Mucky Duck’s crowded dining hall.

				Penelope gave her friend an exasperated look. Sensing that something other than this minor lapse in proper etiquette was behind her friend’s dramatic display, Penelope decided to meet it with an equally convincing portrayal of innocent bewilderment.

				“You saw what?” she demanded, leaning back in her chair. “Mari, you’re the one who wanted me to try your newest apple and blackberry pie recipe.”

				“That!” Mari shrieked. Her voice rang shrilly, and her delicate nose wrinkled as she pointed at Nelson accusingly. She looked every bit like a duke’s granddaughter. A disinherited one, true, but  …  “I saw that. Polly, why do you always have to share your food with that dog?” Frowning, she added, “I made the pie for you, not him.”

				Penelope flinched. It never occurred to her that rewarding one loyal companion would insult another. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to seem unappreciative of your generosity,” she said in genuine contrition before proceeding to explain her actions. “But you know I never eat the crust, and I’m certain Nelson was grateful to taste a bit of your delicious creation.”

				“So you liked it?”

				“Mari, it was the best pie I have ever tasted.” She meant it, too, and she had tasted many, many pies.

				“Thank you,” Mari murmured, visibly flattered. “I shall ask Mama to add the pie to our menu, then. Papa would be pleased.”

				Mari’s parents had bought this popular coaching inn located in the tiny village of Bouth in the South Lakes after they’d married, but Penelope was the one who sampled all the new food here. Nothing was added to the menu unless she had pre-approved it as delicious — not because Penelope was a food connoisseur, but because Mari was too concerned about maintaining her slim figure to try any of her exquisite concoctions.

				“Mari, your parents owe it to the world to add the pie to your menu. Certainly it deserves a place in that recipe book you intend to write.”

				When Mari smiled, Penelope knew both she and Nelson had been forgiven. Gratified, Penelope took another bite of pie.

				“I didn’t mean to be harsh, Polly. I’m just worried.” Mari hesitated before asking, “Do you remember the governess position that Mrs. Bexley offered me?”

				Penelope nodded. “She asked me about it. Mrs. Bexley said her daughter needed to be taught by the best, so she would only offer the position to a beautiful woman with impeccable manners.”

				Mari’s gray eyes twinkled with satisfaction. “I turned it down. I told her there are any number of ‘beautiful’ women with ‘impeccable manners’ in Bouth.” She gave a sly grin. “Then I suggested she ask you about it.”

				“I did wonder why Mrs. Bexley suddenly contacted me to discuss the job.”

				“You’re perfect for it!” Mari declared loyally. “But don’t let Nelson beg for food around Mrs. Bexley.” She leaned forward, laying her hands on the scarred oak table. “Oh, please say you accepted the offer. It will help solve your stepfamily’s dilemma.”

				Penelope tensed. Her stepfamily’s “dilemma” involved creditors demanding her physician stepfather, Dr. Walker, to settle the family’s enormous debt with money everybody knew Papa didn’t have, or else give up Highfield Manor and deprive his children of the only home they’d ever known.

				The extra income would undoubtedly help. Penelope wasn’t averse to working for a living if the opportunity arose. Sadly, no opportunity was forthcoming, and she admitted it in a flat, emotionless voice: “Mrs. Bexley didn’t offer me employment.”

				Mari gaped at her. “I don’t understand. I specifically told her that I’m not the only one in Bouth who has a claim to both beauty as well as impeccable manners, and you said she came to you to discuss the position.”

				“She did.”

				“Then why — ”

				“Mrs. Bexley asked me about the position,” Penelope confirmed, arching a brow before adding dryly, “She asked if I happened to know anyone, other than you, who ‘possessed both beauty and impeccable manners.’ She was even gracious enough to give me time to think of an acceptable candidate.”

				Mari shook her head, causing auburn tendrils to sway against her temples. She started to express her outrage but stopped suddenly.

				Penelope sat with her back straight and shoulders rigid, hoping no emotion flickered in her eyes. Mari studied her face for a long minute, and Penelope’s lips quivered as she valiantly struggled to keep her smile in place.

				Evidently concluding that more indignation about Mrs. Bexley’s thoughtless act would only emphasize how the harridan obviously thought Penelope wasn’t good enough for the post, Mari said softly, “Mrs. Bexley was  …  clever, indeed, to have sought your help in finding an excellent governess. She correctly assumed that, as Lord Maitland’s daughter, you’d have expert judgment about who deserves the position.”

				Her friend’s considerate words sent a fierce streak of relief through Penelope, leaving her strangely giddy. “Exactly,” she agreed, nodding her head as a bubble of laughter escaped her. “Why, my father was so confident in my abilities that he never needed to leave London more than twice a year to visit Mama and me in Maitland Hall.”

				Mari giggled. “Don’t forget your uncle and your cousin! The present baron and his son are clearly impressed with your talents.” She paused to swipe away tears of mirth. “If they didn’t have such faith in your capabilities, their honorable nature and familial affection would oblige them to at least write to you once in a while.”

				“My noble relatives are undeniably in awe of my accomplishments.” Penelope laughed at the sheer absurdity of the entire situation while she affectionately stroked Nelson’s furry neck.

				Her friendship with Mari, she mused, flourished because of their mutual ability and conscious choice to laugh, instead of wallow, at the disadvantages life handed them. In this little village where the idyllic country life was disrupted only by the occasional trespassing sheep or carriage accident, women had to learn to cope if they wanted to survive in a society where entitlement to opportunities depended largely on nothing more than an accident of birth.

				If Penelope had been born a boy, she’d have been the valued heir. She would’ve secured her father’s affection, studied at university and inherited properties. Uncle Hugh wouldn’t have been able to cast her out of her own home merely weeks after Father died, and she wouldn’t be in the situation she was in now: rejected and forsaken.

				On the other hand, she would’ve never known the blessing of having a warm, caring stepfather or experienced the simple joy of finally seeing Mama’s smile, of witnessing the twins grow up.

				Thinking of the twins reminded Penelope of the actual reason for her visit to the inn that day. Reaching behind her chair, she pulled out a fistful of daisies, amused by the look of dread on Mari’s face.

				“Colin asked me to give you these.” Penelope released a theatrical sigh and handed the bouquet to her friend. “Yet another dozen flowers have sacrificed their lives for your beauty.”

				“Oh, joy. These daisies are lovely  …  but you shouldn’t encourage your brother, you know.” Mari grimaced as she accepted the bouquet and laid it on the table. “I like Colin. I don’t want to be the cause of any pain for the boy.”

				“You’re the cause of a lot of pain for most of the young men in Bouth.” Penelope shrugged. “Besides, Colin’s fifteen — he needs that kind of pain. He also wrote a poem. Would you like me to read it to you?”

				“No.”

				Penelope ignored her. With a grin, she took a crumpled sheet from her pocket and cleared her throat. She had just opened her mouth to utter the first line when Mari interrupted her.

				“I wonder how many flowers your earl will slay when he finally claims you,” Mari remarked in a teasing voice.

				Her grin faded. Her earl, indeed. After the Mrs. Bexley debacle, Mari was probably trying to remind Penelope of her own worth. Unfortunately, Mari’s tactic failed because these days she rarely thought of her fiancé — the man people referred to as “Raving Ravenstone.” There were only four things Penelope knew about her engagement to “her earl”:

				First, it was their fathers who had agreed on the betrothal, long before both she and the earl were old enough to understand or refuse.

				Second, never in the twenty-two years since the betrothal contract was signed had Lord Ravenstone given any indication he would honor the agreement, and she was quite certain he would never do so. Her usefulness as a baron’s daughter died with her father. Since status was everything to the nobility, she had long ago ceased to hope the earl would ever acknowledge her existence.

				After recovering from her drastic change in social standing, she considered a plain, little thing like her lucky to be exempted from the ordeal of finding a husband, as women were expected to do.

				Penelope had turned twenty-five this year, and if it weren’t for her “engagement,” she would’ve already been dismissed as the next in line for the title of Village Spinster. Already, she harbored more animals than “Mad Sally,” Bouth’s reigning Old Maid, who lived in a cottage with her thirteen cats and spent her days demanding children get off her front garden.

				Actually, Penelope doubted the earl even remembered their engagement. The way everyone was still inclined to believe her claims was a small miracle. She hoped she could keep the pretense up until the time Lord Ravenstone decided to marry.

				It was imperative to keep people certain about her affianced state. Nothing was more important, because the third thing she definitely knew about her betrothal was she had used it to ask the creditors to give Papa a little more time to pay off debts. Papa would be livid if he found out she’d used her engagement as a bargaining tool, but there had been little else the family could have done. Her stepfather had been away on business, and if she hadn’t bargained for more time, they would have already lost Highfield Manor.

				The fourth thing she knew about her engagement was there would be the devil to pay if Lord Ravenstone ever found out she’d been using his name without his consent or knowledge.

				Penelope sighed and dismissed the gloomy thoughts. She refused to allow unresolved issues and forgetful earls to destroy her day. This rainy, muddy day.

				“Don’t worry, I’m not leaving Rusland anytime soon,” she reassured Mari. Rusland Valley was where Highfield Manor was located, a five-minute horse ride north of Bouth. “I haven’t received any message from Maitland Hall regarding the earl.”

				“Speaking of Maitland Hall,” Mari said in a hushed tone while she looked around to see if anyone was within hearing distance before deciding that it was safe to go on talking, “A gentleman from London checked in here last night, asking about Baron Maitland and directions to your uncle’s estate.”

				Penelope’s eyebrows rose and before she could stop herself, she asked in a tone of mild curiosity, “What did the gentleman want with my uncle?” Mari opened her mouth to speak but Penelope held up her hand for silence as she hastily dismissed the news. “Never mind. Whatever my uncle is up to, it has nothing to do with me. I don’t care what Uncle Hugh does as long as he leaves me and Mama out of it.”

				“Aren’t you the least bit interested in this visitor?” Mari pouted, clearly disappointed with her lack of enthusiasm for juicy gossip.

				“I’ll admit it’s an unusual occurrence. No one ever goes to Maitland Hall.” She considered that for a moment. “Very well, did the gentleman say what the visit was about? And why are you so sure he’s a gentleman?” she couldn’t help but ask.

				“Penelope, I grew up in a coaching inn.” Mari crossed her arms over her chest, looking smug. “I know when I see nobility. It’s a skill an innkeeper’s daughter has to learn. This particular gentleman’s clothes were of the finest quality. And even if his clothing were shabby, his accent and good manners would’ve given him away. Why, even his giant of a horse looked positively regal.”

				Penelope reined in her sudden impatience. “Did the gentleman have a name? And what did he want?” Why did she care?

				“Papa was the one who checked him in, so I don’t know his name. You know how Papa can be about guests’ privacy. But I was the one the man asked about Lord Maitland when I brought his breakfast in this morning. He said he had ‘personal business’ with the baron.”

				“Well, that certainly counts Mama and me out,” Penelope said cheerfully even as a strange combination of relief and disappointment settled on her chest.

				She stiffened. Disappointment? What was the matter with her? Hadn’t she learned long ago not to hope for anything from her aristocratic, pompous relatives or her equally self-important fiancé? Their social class gave them a bloated sense of entitlement, making them consistently disregard anyone whom they deemed to be useless.

				She suspiciously eyed the now empty plate before her on the scarred oak table. Perhaps the apple and blackberry pie wasn’t so awesome after all. Perhaps the pie had somehow muddled her mind, for the most trifling matters agitated her. She’d heard that sort of thing happened by eating too many sweets.

				“It could have something to do with your beloved earl! Oh, Polly, what if your white knight has come at last?” Mari clasped her hands together, her pretty face alight with excitement. “It’s so romantic! Just imagine — a chivalrous knight in shining armor, riding his glorious steed to rescue his fair maiden.”

				“Why would I want to marry a medieval knight?” she scoffed. “You forget those ‘heroic’ knights were paid to be ambitious murderers, and I’ll wager they also carried the scent of the Middle Ages.”

				Mari’s look of dismay made her laugh heartily.

				“I’ll tell you a secret,” she continued, still chuckling, “I can assure you my ‘beloved earl’ has long since forgotten about me.”

				She gave Nelson one final pat on the head before rising to leave when a captivatingly deep, curt, male voice addressed her from the staircase behind them.

				“I wouldn’t be too quick with giving assurances, if I were you, Miss Maitland.”

				Penelope and Mari whirled in unison toward the staircase where an imposingly huge, well-dressed man loomed.

				“And who, pray tell, are you?” Penelope demanded, refusing to be cowed by such a haughty individual. She placed her hands on her hips and tapped her foot. “Didn’t anyone tell you it’s considered ill mannered to eavesdrop on other peoples’ conversations?” Somehow, she managed to crane her neck, look the man straight in the eye, and ignore Mari’s horrified gasp.

				The tall, black-haired beast of a man stalked to her and Mari with a purpose that lent deadly grace to his soundless footsteps. Ill-concealed interest and amusement glittered in his midnight-dark eyes as his bold gaze raked her insolently from the top of her bonneted head to the tips of her well worn half-boots, then travelled back up to meet her eyes.

				“Didn’t anyone tell you it’s considered ill mannered to talk about one’s fiancé with so little respect?” the arrogant man said in a gentle, chiding tone that, if Penelope hadn’t known how deliberately unpleasant she’d just been to him, she would have thought the stranger was actually flirting with her.

				She stole a glance at Mari to gauge her reaction. Her friend had always known more about men because unlike her, Mari had a nicely trimmed form and a face of classic beauty.

				At the moment, however, Mari seemed unable to do anything but stand there, gawking nervously.

				Penelope had a sudden, sinking feeling of foreboding in the pit of her stomach as she dragged her eyes to meet the giant’s dark, steady gaze. “Who are you, sir?” she asked again in the barest of whispers.

				Please, God, let me be wrong, she silently prayed.

				In answer, the immaculately dressed gentleman bowed in one swift, smooth motion, then grabbed her bare hand and brushed his lips against her knuckles.

				At the touch of his lips on her skin, Penelope felt a disturbing, unwanted tingling sensation all the way up her arm that made her heart pound while a strange — if late — warning rang inside her head like distant church bells and  …  the man refused to let go of her hand! She must’ve tried to tug her hand free from his iron grip at least three times by now.

				“I am delighted to finally meet you, Penelope,” the stranger murmured in an inappropriately intimate voice, a smile tugging at his lips. “Please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Lucas Arthur Phillip Drake. And I, my dear, am your ‘beloved earl.’”

				Penelope paled. A ghost from the past had come back to haunt her.

				And she was in big trouble.

	
Chapter Two

				She watched the Earl of Ravenstone dwarf the private reception room of The Mucky Duck while he paced the flagstone floor and stopped in front of the cozy fireplace, looking more like a fierce warrior than a self-important peer of the realm, despite the elegant cut of his dark blue coat and buff riding breeches.

				He looked so out of place and alone that she had an almost overwhelming impulse to pat his powerful shoulder and tell him everything was going to be all right.

				But first, she had to make sure he was real.

				Because Penelope knew she was hallucinating. This wasn’t the first time she’d imagined the earl coming for her, though it had been at least seven years since she’d last daydreamed about him.

				She sat on the red velvet settee opposite the hearth, not sure of what to make of the situation. Perhaps, if she blinked, he would disappear.

				She blinked. Hard.

				He is still here. Either she was feverish or she’d actually stepped into one of those “horrid” novels she and her sister Sarah loved to read. Except she wasn’t a miserable, beautiful damsel in distress. No, indeed.

				She fought to contain a wayward, sympathetic grin, imagining how the earl must have felt seeing her for the first time, standing in the dining hall next to the gorgeous Mari. What a surprise that must have been for him.

				A disappointing one, she thought deprecatingly.

				When she was with Mari, men generally regarded Penelope in the same manner one regards a side vegetable no one asked for but was always served with the meat nonetheless.

				She looked down at her plain, eucalyptus-hued wool gown, inspected her mud-splattered half boots, and felt another urge to giggle inappropriately. Was I worth waiting twenty-two years for, my lord? She almost asked him the question as he continued to stare into the flames, his back to her. I do hope you like your women plain, short, and plump.

				She forced herself to stop fidgeting with the ties of her reticule. Fidgeting was a clear sign that one’s nerves were rattled, and she was someone with very strong nerves. It would take more than this man to send her scurrying for a vinaigrette.

				When the silence stretched and became awkward, Penelope scrambled for something to say but didn’t know exactly how to begin. What did one say to a fiancé who, despite everything she knew about him, was still technically a stranger? A fiancé whose name one had been using to fend off creditors without his permission?

				She considered starting the conversation by asking him about his journey, but somehow that didn’t seem appropriate. Perhaps a direct approach would be the most effective one as well. She cleared her throat and broke the silence.

				“I suppose you’re here to ask me to cry off from the betrothal, my lord?” she ventured.

				He whirled to her, surprise evident in his sharp, forbidding features that somehow reminded her of the craggy fells surrounding her hometown.

				“Why would you think that?”

				“Well,” Penelope answered, managing to look everywhere but directly at him, “I assumed you plan to marry someone else, and you’ve come here to demand I break our engagement. I mean, why would you travel all the way from London if not to make certain I cry off?” She directed her gaze to the fire. “It’s the only reason I could think of that’s important enough for your lordship to honor one such as I with your esteemed presence.”

				Was that a bitter edge in her voice? No, of course not. She was nervous, that’s all. She had no cause to be bitter; she was only stating facts. It just so happened the facts were humiliating.

				She stole a look at him, and the earl leveled her with a piercing stare for what seemed like several minutes before speaking.

				“I have not come here to ask you to break our betrothal,” he said in a quiet voice that nevertheless conveyed an iron resolve as he strode toward her with his hands clasped behind his back and continued, “Quite the opposite, actually. I meant to call upon your uncle, but from the conversation out in the hall I gather he isn’t responsible for you?”

				Penelope shook her head. “I haven’t had anything to do with my uncle since my father died.” But you’d know that if you bothered to think of me in the past two decades.

				She gathered up her courage and looked him straight in the eye. Of course, she had to crane her neck all the way up to do so. Did he have to be so tall? He loomed over her, arresting and intimidating and overwhelmingly male.

				He probably didn’t even realize the effect his low, rumbling voice had on the female population. It was definitely affecting her in a way she found most disturbing. Then the rest of his words sunk in.

				He didn’t want to break the betrothal?

				“If you don’t want me to cry off, then what is it you want, my lord?”

				His dark eyes flashed with what looked like irritation. “First, I want to know what in the flaming heaven you think you’re doing, ensconced in a private salon in a coaching inn with a strange man. Have you no sense of the sort of danger you could put yourself in?”

				She opened her mouth to reply, but he silenced her with a wave of his aristocratic hand as he continued to pace in front of her, his back to the fire.

				“You came to a coaching inn without an escort of any sort,” he bit out. “Not even an Abigail.”

				Why, the arrogant wretch! He had the nerve to question her actions? He, who’d hardly bothered to send any communication in all the time they’d been engaged. How dared he question her conduct now? He had no right! She couldn’t believe she’d actually felt sorry for him a few minutes ago.

				If he presumed their engagement authorized him to lecture her, then he’d given her the right to treat him as if he were an imbecile. “If you were paying any attention, my lord, you’d know that I did have an escort. He was eating with me and my friend.”

				“You had a dog.”

				“Who is perfectly capable of protecting me better than any lady’s maid.” She trusted Nelson implicitly. Besides, she couldn’t afford a lady’s maid. But he didn’t need to know that. She reminded herself that she needed this man’s cooperation if she wanted to keep fending off the creditors from her family’s doorstep.

				She sat straighter in the settee and gave him a bright smile. “And I’m confident of my safety now that you are here, my lord. I trust you’ll make sure no harm comes to my person.”

				“Bloody hell.”

				Her eyes widened at the curse, but she wisely refrained from commenting on his appalling language. “Since you’re not here to break the betrothal, I assume you came to do your duty?”

				His square jaw seemed to clench. “You assume correctly, Miss Maitland. Is there anyone I should speak to before we get married?”

				So he thought he could walk in here and marry her just like that, did he? The earl was obviously a man who was used to getting his own way without any arguments from mere mortals like her.

				She suddenly felt a burst of anger over her predicament, and her hand itched to slap the smug look from his lordship’s aristocratic face. She clenched her hands to resist the impulse. Her eyes narrowed as an odd sense of betrayal washed over her, heating her blood until it boiled.

				She’d been willing to entertain the possibility he’d forgotten her existence, but his very presence in this room proved he’d merely relegated her to the bottom of his list of duties. The way everyone else did.

				He’d ignored her when she’d wanted him to notice her, and now — when she actually needed him to stay away — he came rushing in. She felt as if the chains of matrimony she’d had dangling around her feet every day for the past two decades had unexpectedly tightened around her neck, strangling her.

				It was suddenly all too much. If she were destined to wear chains, then she would make certain the entire world heard them rattling.

				“Well!” she glowered at him as she put in, “I would say you should talk to me first, don’t you think?”

				“Your consent was already given when your father, acting as your guardian, signed the betrothal contract,” the earl pointed out in that annoyingly calm tone. He arched one raven brow as he added, “I merely wanted to know if there is anyone you would want me to help you break the news of our impending marriage to.”

				She remained mutinously silent.

				“Is there anyone I should speak to before we marry?” he repeated.

				“You would know the answer to that if you bothered to send any sort of communication to me in the past two decades!” she shot back, spitting fire.

				Standing up, she moved toward him. He was here, he thought he was marrying her, and by God, he had some explaining to do. Very well, she would hear him out. And then she would throw him out.

				• • •

Lucas watched a strange look that was a combination of curiosity and determination cross her features as she stood up to join him in the middle of the small room between the fireplace and the settee.

				Unbelievably, he actually felt the urge to back away as she advanced on him. His enormous size and reputation were usually enough to warn most people off. No man, let alone a woman, had ever confronted him as this brave, reckless little baggage was doing.

				He realized he’d somehow ruffled her feathers at some point since they started talking. Her pretty eyes were suddenly shooting daggers at him. He sighed wearily. He’d been on horseback for several days, deciding it would be faster than his carriage, which had followed him soon after his departure from London. He had no interest in dealing with a shrew who, for some reason, had suddenly found him disagreeable.

				A pretty, irritating, alluring, little shrew, Lucas thought as he took in his betrothed’s winged brows and guileless hazel eyes that to him seemed strangely reminiscent of the woodlands surrounding this little village. He noted her pert nose, her softly rounded cheeks and proud chin. A chin that was now defiantly lifted even as it quivered with nervousness at his scrutiny.

				“Why now?” she whispered, her voice so low he had to lean toward her to hear. “Why have you come here now, after so long? When I thought you’d forgotten about me?”

				“I never forgot about you.” That at least was true, though he’d be damned if he’d let her know the real reason behind his sudden appearance in her life.

				He returned her searching gaze steadily while he wondered where she was trying to lead him with her questions.

				A harsh, bitter laugh escaped her. “Don’t say you never forgot about me, my lord, because you lie!” She shook her head, her eyes suddenly bright. “We have been engaged for twenty-two years, and in all that time you never once contacted me. If I didn’t happen to be here at the same time you are, you wouldn’t even know that I don’t live with my uncle anymore.”

				She stepped closer to him, her face alive with pain and accusation. “Twenty-two years and you never once thought to send me a note to ask how I was. You never sent your condolences when my father died.”

				She proceeded to punctuate her accusations with a poke on his chest. “You never bothered to send your felicitations when my mother married my stepfather, or when I had a new brother and sister. Or ever wished me a happy birthday  …  ” Her eyes widened, as if a thought just occurred to her. “Do you even know when my birthday is?”
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