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LONDON, ENGLAND

MAY 1820

The candlelight was lovely and Penelope knew hers was the prettiest gown in the room. She also knew this was not by any accident. Her brother spared no expense in his desperate efforts to get her married off. The only thing good about Anthony’s efforts was that this gown he’d paid for was the exact shade of blue to compliment her necklace. Indeed, she did love this necklace.

She put her hand to it, enjoying the feel of the warm gold and the smooth stones set into place to form the stout body of a beetle. Not just any beetle, though. This was a scarab—an amulet fashioned by Egyptian hands many, many centuries ago. Indeed, she’d paid a pretty penny for it and no doubt Anthony would scold when he realized that’s where all her pin money had gone, but she could not care. This was the finest piece of her collection.

She’d hoped whatever magic it might still contain would work to ward off the suitors her brother wished for, yet it appeared Anthony’s power was far greater than even that of the sacred scarab. Suitors had been hanging on her all night. Pity none of them actually suited her.

Mercy, but it had been nearly impossible to get rid of them. She’d managed, however. It had required she agree to stand up with Puddleston Blunk for the entire country dance, and there were fourteen couples to work through before she could finally claim exhaustion and send the lout off to procure her a lemonade. Now she was alone. If she didn’t dream up a way to disappear soon, though, he’d return and she’d be stuck with Puddleston on her arm until Mamma showed up to pry him off. And Mamma would likely not do that. Mamma said Puddleston Blunk was a good catch.

Heavens, but if there was ever a time to decide on a plan it was now. She had no intention of catching someone like Mr. Blunk, by accident or on purpose. There were other things she wished to do with her life, and all she needed was Mamma’s permission and a healthy pile of her brother’s money. So far both of those had been elusive.

Oh, it wasn’t as if she hadn’t come up with a plausible scheme. Indeed she had, just this very afternoon. But it was somewhat outrageous. Risky, even. Did she dare consider it?

She glanced nervously around Lord Burlington’s crowded ballroom. Nothing out of the ordinary; no one she did not know. If she did have any hope of carrying out her plan, none of the men present would fit her purposes. Her eye fell on the row of young ladies seated with their chaperones against the far wall. Those were the plain girls, the girls with poor connections or even poorer dowries.

Her quiet friend Maria Bradley was there. She looked miserable. Penelope would have given nearly anything to have joined her there on that wallflower row. Oh, if only she and Maria could trade places. How cruel Fate was to truss Penelope up in a beautiful gown and surround her with suitors when any one of these young ladies might so much rather be in her satin shoes.

Then again, it hadn’t been Fate at all who’d done this to her. It had been Anthony. If he could only listen to reason! She did not wish to marry. She wished to travel to Egypt and dig for mummies. Was that so very much for a woman of three and twenty to dream of? Apparently it was, because both her brother and her mother became nearly apoplectic at the very mention of it.

Which was why she had tried to soothe them by announcing her hope to go there and meet the well-known Egyptologist, Professor Oldham. They’d exchanged several letters and she’d found him fascinating. He was mature and respectable, and she’d be in the care of some family friends who were planning a journey there. How could Anthony or Mamma possibly object to such a sensible venture?

But Mother had had to call for her salts and Anthony had declared he’d burn in hell before he allowed his sister to drag the family name through mud—well, more mud, as he put it—and go chasing off to Egypt after some fortune-hunting Lothario. As if her correspondence with Professor Oldham had ever been anything beyond intellectual! Why, she’d not even written to him using her own name. Still, Anthony ordered her to cease all communications with the man and confiscated her letter-writing paper. Honestly, was that even legal?

If Anthony would but listen to her! Couldn’t he see that sending her to Egypt would only make her more responsible, more respectable? She would have a purpose, meet educated people, and fill her idle time with noble, scholarly pursuits. The longer she was forced to dance around here in London like a mindless ninny, the more desperate and unpredictable she would become. Surely no mere husband could remedy that.

If only there were some middle ground, something between wasting away in genteel uselessness and being married. Something that could take her out from under Anthony’s wing, yet not shackle her to someone else. But what could that be?

She’d come up with the only plausible solution: an engagement. And she’d tried that. Four times now she’d been engaged, hoping that would buy her some leeway, that as an engaged woman she’d finally be allowed to make some of her own choices or pursue her own goals. In each case, however, she found it provided her even less freedom. And by now Anthony would recognize another engagement for what it was—a ruse to escape his rule. If she tried that route again, no doubt Anthony would call her bluff and drag her immediately to the altar with whatever sap she’d chosen and make it final. That would not help her at all.

Unless, of course, Anthony might not call her bluff. Ah, that was the scheme that had invaded her mind earlier and would not quite let go, despite its outrageous ridiculousness. Still, she could not help but wonder…

If she found a fiancé so unacceptable, so objectionable, wouldn’t Anthony’s brotherly concern cause him to intervene? And if he truly believed she wanted to marry such an objectionable person, wouldn’t it stand to reason he might see fit to put some distance between her and the object of her misplaced affection? Perhaps given the choice between seeing his dearest sister wed to some ogre or gone off to Egypt, Anthony might just choose Egypt. She knew she certainly would! All it would take was careful planning on her part, and selecting just the right man to play his part.

This was where her scheme hit a snag. A big one. Where on earth would she find such a fiancé? Someone so dreadful that even Anthony would not want her to keep him, yet at the same time there would have to be something about him, something that Anthony might believe was irresistible to her. The scheme would never work if Anthony did not fully believe she honestly wanted the fellow.

So just what would this wantable yet objectionable man look like? Certainly she’d never seen anyone like that, not in the tight, dull circle Mamma and Anthony kept her in. But perhaps her sister-in-law Julia might know someone who…

A blustering shout interrupted her imaginings.

She couldn’t quite see over the ballroom crush, but she could certainly hear some sort of racket going on at the far end of the room, near the door. Drat, if only she were just a bit taller! Finally something interesting was occurring and she could not see it.

She pressed through the crowd to get a closer look. There was, after all, no way she was going to miss ogling at what might be her only bit of excitement all Season.

Whispers and scandalized murmurs breezed through the pack around her, but she could not hear enough to get the gist of things. She could, however, begin to pick out a few words here and there from the loud male voice shouting over the hushed din. Indeed, things were getting more than interesting. She ducked under Lady Davenforth’s enormous bosom and pressed past Sir Douglas MacClinty’s portly abdomen. No one noticed her, so she kept on, moving slowly toward the front of the room. Mamma would surely have a fit, but Mamma hadn’t seen her so far. She could gawk as blatantly as she liked.

“It just isn’t seemly, sir!” the blustering male voice was saying.

“Yes, it seemed a bit unusual to me, too,” another male voice said.

This was a deep voice, a voice with tone and texture that Penelope was certain she’d recognize if she ever heard it again. It was a good voice, warm and amused and certain. She could picture the man it belonged to as smiling while he spoke. She could imagine he had a glint of mischief in his eye.

She could also tell he was more than a little bit drunk.

“But for shame, sir! You had your hand on my wife’s, er… arm!” the first voice stormed.

“No, sir,” the second man corrected. “I had my hand on your wife’s, er, bosom.”

The crowd gasped. Someone—most likely the blustering gentleman—choked. The man with the warm, amused voice said nothing, despite all the tumult around him. Penelope decided she simply must get a look at this person.

There was a chair against the nearby wall, so she scooted herself to it and hoisted up her skirt. Surely with all the fuss these gentlemen were causing no one would so much as notice a woman with strawberry ringlets standing atop a chair, would they? Of course not. Up she went, steadying herself by grasping onto the nearby fern propped securely—she hoped—on a plaster column.

Ah, now she could see the men. She easily recognized her host, Lord Burlington, and he appeared much as he usually did: red-faced, jowly, and, well, blustering. The other man was a different story. She drew in a surprised breath.

For all his cultured tones and textured warmth, the man appeared very unlike his voice. She expected someone dashing and rakish, someone who lived by his wit and reveled in the stimulation of intelligent conversation, among other things. Someone who appreciated fine spirits and looked down his nose at lesser men. A dandy, even, who was sought after and used to being admired. That was how he had sounded, at least.

What she saw when her eyes fell upon him was something quite different.

By heavens, but the man was a hermit! He was unkempt, with dirt in his hair and whiskers on his face several days old. His clothes were a disaster. If he had been dressed for mucking a stable or plowing a field, he would have been only slightly overdone. The man was a positive horror!

And now he noticed her. She clutched the fern for support when his eyes locked onto hers. When he smiled she thought she felt the chair shift beneath her feet.

“If you’d let me explain, Burlington,” he said to the blustering man, although his eyes remained fixed on Penelope. “I was trying to tell you that you have reached a hasty conclusion where your wife is concerned. I was walking into the room as she was walking out of the room and we merely collided. There was nothing more than that.”

“But you were alone with her. Your hand was on her… Well, don’t think I haven’t heard of your reputation, sir.”

“Yes, yes. I daresay everyone has heard of my reputation and this is hardly going to rectify that, is it? Oh well. I assure you, in this instance, at least, I am innocent.”

“I ought to call you out!” the first man blustered on bravely.

“Well, I suppose I could shoot you on a field of honor if you insist, but I really would so much rather not. My head is going to be bloody ringing enough in the morning, as it is.”

The crowd laughed at that, and the red-faced man went even more red-faced. He seemed to realize he was running out of practical reasons to continue his blustering, but it was obvious he wished to continue. He glanced around nervously and at last was reduced to giving his disheveled companion a frustrated sneer.

“Since my wife would be very much distressed at the thought of a duel, I shall let you go this time.”

“Ah, Burlington, that’s terribly kindhearted of you.”

“But watch yourself, man. And do what your uncle sent you to Town for in the first place; find yourself a wife and leave everyone else’s alone.”

The hermit only gave half a smile at this advice. “Isn’t it thoughtful of my uncle to keep all of London so well informed of my endeavors.”

“If your endeavors did not breed scandal and dishonor at every turn, no one in London would give a fig for them. Watch yourself, Lord Harry, unless you really don’t wish to live long enough to make use of that title your unfortunate brother will be forced to leave you one day.”

“Leave my brother out of this, Burlington.”

“Why? Are you ashamed of having a half-wit in the family, sir? Do you wish his compromised body would just hurry up and die so you can finally make use of that title?”

For a moment it seemed something would explode. The hermit seemed to grow larger, his shoulders tensed, and his expression was harsh and cold. Even from this distance she could see something raging behind his eyes. But then it was gone; he became calm and amused once again.

“Oh, that ruddy title,” he said. “I tell you, Burlington, there are plenty of other things I’d very much rather make use of.” Again, his eyes fell on Penelope, and for just a moment she felt as if she might have an inkling what the man meant—and she did not mind it.

“But I also tell you,” he continued, turning back to his grumbling confronter, “your wife is not one of them.”

With that, the man nodded at those around who still observed their altercation, then he gave Penelope a special nod all her own, and departed. He turned on his heel and abandoned the assembly. Penelope clenched the fern so tightly she was left with nothing more than a handful of tiny green leaves. The dratted chair was still moving. She was sure of it.

“Penelope!”

This blustering screech was her mother’s. Penelope started and very nearly fell off her precarious roost. Bother. Of course Mamma would appear now and discover her this way.

“Oh, hello, Mamma,” she said, as if standing on chairs in someone’s decorated ballroom was perfectly normal. “I thought I saw a mouse.”

“More like a rat,” her mother said, glaring in the direction the hermit had gone. “You pay no attention to that man, Penelope. Harris Chesterton might be heir to the Marquis of Hepton, but he’s hardly fit for polite company. And here you are gawking on a chair? Honestly, Penelope, what can you be thinking?”

Honestly? Well, she was thinking she’d just discovered the perfect fiancé.
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HARRIS CHESTERTON LEFT LORD BURLINGTON’S HOUSE empty-handed, but he couldn’t help but smile. True, he’d not actually gotten what he’d come for and, yes, he’d been caught prowling about the bowels of Burlington’s home when he should not have been there, and of course he’d very nearly gotten dragged into a duel with that blustering fool Burlington—not to mention what he’d had to endure with the prying Lady Burlington—but still the night had not been a total waste. He’d seen something that changed his life.

That girl, the one who stood on a chair. Ah yes, he’d seen her quite clearly. He couldn’t actually recall much of what she looked like, but he’d noticed one thing about her. She was wearing the scarab.

The Scarab of Osiris. He knew it instantly, had held it in his hand and felt the smooth gold, the carefully carved insect form, the warm amber orb at its head that fairly glowed like the sun. It was a beautiful piece. And it was stolen.

He knew, because he’d been the one to steal it.

After it was originally stolen from its place in a dead pharaoh’s tomb, of course. He’d been merely trying to return the thing, along with several other treasures that had been looted from their rightful place and brought here, to England, where they did not belong.

Oh, certainly, he did not begrudge the legitimate men of science and conservation who worked within the proper authority to responsibly excavate and preserve antiquities to be shared with the world. He simply had a bit of a problem with the wholesale pillaging of one nation’s history to fund the luxurious tastes of a few private citizens in another. The young woman on the chair was a perfect example of that.

She was just another of these well-bred simpletons who was hungry for gold and sparkling things without ever stopping to wonder at the meaning, the history, the eternal significance of pieces like that scarab. No doubt she’d lined someone’s pocket well, probably with more thought to how the lapis lazuli of the scarab’s wings matched her blue eyes quite remarkably than to any concept of the hopes and dreams of its ancient creators.

Damn. Harris could do little but kick himself. What an idiot he was to fail so miserably at keeping these articles safe. And just a matter of days before he’d needed to give his reclaimed collection back to the people who asked—no, demanded—it returned.

But now that he knew where at least one piece was, perhaps he could track down the rest. Perhaps he could save these priceless treasures after all. And perhaps that would save his friend, Oldham. Indeed, far more than a friend.

First, though, he’d have to find a way to locate that woman. It wouldn’t be an entirely unpleasant task, he had to admit. The scarab did bring out the blue of her eyes quite remarkably, now that he thought about it.

“WE WILL HAVE NO MORE OF THIS EGYPT NONSENSE,” Anthony, Lord Rastmoor, declared, silencing his sister when she tried to protest. “It’s all I can do to keep you under control here in London. I can’t even imagine the havoc you might wreak traveling off to some foreign land on your own.”

“But I wouldn’t be alone,” Penelope protested. “I would be traveling with Mr. and Mrs. Tollerson. They’ve been friends of the family for ages. They’d keep close watch over me.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Tollerson can’t even keep close watch over their own teeth. They are far too old to keep you on a leash, Penelope. You’d run all over them. Look what happened when I left you alone with mother and you nearly became prey to that loathsome Fitzgelder.”

Oh, he just loved to bring that up, didn’t he? And he never seemed to have the facts right about it. Totally unfair.

“That was five years ago, Anthony,” she reminded. “And as you recall, I was quite in control of things where Fitzgelder was concerned.”

He merely snorted at her for that. “Just as you had been with the dozens of fiancés since then, I suppose.”

“Three, and I never really intended to get engaged to any of them, Anthony. The first one was a misunderstanding. The second one tricked me, and the third… well, I’m not entirely certain what happened there.”

“It is always one disaster after another with you, isn’t it?”

“But it’s never my fault! Anthony, if you’d simply give me a chance—”

“No. If you want to go to Egypt, little sister, then find a husband. Let him take you there. Let him try to keep you from knocking over the Sphinx, or whatever ruddy mess you might make of the place.”

He was serious, she knew. But where on earth in all this sea of London foppery and English propriety did he expect her to find a husband who might have the slightest inclination to go to Egypt? She did not run with an especially adventurous crowd. He and Mamma had seen to it the young men she met were all properly dull and impossibly proper.

Very well, then. If a husband was what it would take to get to Egypt, then a husband she was going to find. Well, a fiancé, anyway.

She would implement her plan. She’d thought to give begging and pleading one last try this morning, but since that had clearly failed, she had no other recourse. Anthony had pushed her into it.

Now, all she had to do was find that dreadful gentleman from last night. And really, the morning post had already helped her along in that. The man’s uncle, Lord Nedley Chesterton, as it turned out, was hosting a ball in honor of his own birthday. She and Mamma had received an invitation. They would accept, of course.

Surely the man’s nephew—the very hairy Lord Harry she had seen last night—would wish to help his uncle celebrate the occasion, even if he was a hermit. She only hoped he would not be forced to shave. True, he had seemed to be hiding rather nice features beneath that scruff, but Anthony would surely hate him more if he remained wooly.

Penelope smiled for her brother over her breakfast. “Very well, Anthony. Your word is law. I suppose there’s nothing more to be said on the matter.”

“There isn’t.”

Silly Anthony. He actually believed he was correct.


Chapter Two
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Drat, but it seemed Penelope had gone to all the trouble of having a new gown made, her hair done in an especially elaborate fashion, and excessive pinching of her cheeks to give them the proper glow all for nothing. Lord Nedley’s ball was well under way and there was not a sign of his hirsute nephew. What an annoyance. How was she going to get engaged to the man if he didn’t bother to show up to meet her?

“Can you not for one moment look at me, Penelope?” her friend, Maria, asked as they stood against the far wall where a low dais of two steps put them in excellent position for viewing the crowd.

“No, I’m afraid I cannot,” Penelope answered, quite honestly.

“Then you should either tell me who you are looking for and I can help you, or I’m afraid I would like to go sit down. The way your head keeps going back and forth like that is making me dizzy.”

“Bother,” Penelope said, stamping her foot and turning to look at her friend. “I am wasting my time. Clearly he’s not here.”

One of Maria’s eyebrows rose and she smiled. “He?”

“Of course it is ‘he.’ I could not very well become engaged to a ‘she,’ could I?”

“You?” Maria said, and kept that eyebrow raised while her mouth took on a pensive quirk. “To be honest, I would not be surprised by anything you might do when it comes to getting engaged, Penelope. But seriously, you haven’t found some gentleman you truly do fancy, have you? How could I not know about this?”

“Because it’s quite recent.” She went back to scanning the crowd again. “Botheration. I very much hoped he would be here.”

“Who? For goodness’ sake, you simply must tell me!”

Penelope studied her friend for a moment. Could she trust her? Of course she knew she could trust her, but should she? Was it fair to put this on Maria and expect her to go along with such an outrageous plan?

Then again, what were friends for?

“Lord Nedley’s nephew, Lord Harry.”

Aha, so Penelope had managed to surprise her friend, after all. Maria’s mouth hung open.

“You wish to marry Harris Chesterton?!”

Penelope shushed her. She reached out and held on to her arm, too, since it appeared by Maria’s sudden pallor and blank expression she might be about to fall over.

“Of course not. You know I don’t wish to marry anyone just now. But I do wish to become engaged to him.”

“Oh, well that’s a relief,” Maria said, her frown revealing that she just might be a bit facetious.

“Listen. It makes perfect sense. Anthony will think Lord Harry completely unsuitable for me, and I will profess an undying affection. So, Anthony will do his brotherly duty and ship me off somewhere to keep us apart.”

“Yes, of course I see how this is an excellent plan.” Maria was still frowning.

“Well, what better place to ship me than off to Egypt with the Tollersons, of course! They are leaving in just a few weeks time. Anthony has declared he will not let me go with them, so I intend to make him force me to go with them.”

“And Harris Chesterton is willing to be party to such a scheme?”

“I’m sure he will once I explain it to him.”

“Good heavens, Penelope! Do you even know Harris Chesterton?”

“I’ve seen him.”

“But do you know anything about him? Haven’t you heard what sort of person he is?”

“Mamma indicated he was completely unsuitable.”

“Which is precisely why you will not be seeing him here, or at any other polite gathering.”

“I saw him at Lady Burlington’s ball last week.”

Maria actually smacked her arm with her fan. “You did not!”

“Indeed I did. He was horrible, all hairy and dirty looking. And there was quite a row over him, too. It seems Lord Burlington caught the man in a rather compromising position with his wife. Burlington’s wife, I mean.”

“So I assumed, and it’s not surprising. From what people say, Harris Chesterton is a positive rake. The worst kind, because he is so very mysterious about it.”

Now Penelope felt her own eyebrows go up a bit. “Oh? Do tell.”

One of the very many things she loved about Maria was that the woman was such a good listener. For some reason, most people seemed to think the poor girl rather thick and a bit slow, even. But Penelope had known Maria practically all their lives and she knew better. Maria was not slow. She was simply quiet. She did not much like to talk. True, this was something Penelope had a hard time comprehending, but she’d learned long ago that while Maria might keep her lips closed on most occasions, her ears were always open.

If anyone knew the dirty details of gossip on Lord Harry Chesterton, it would be Maria. Penelope did her very best to keep her own lips shut tight as her friend spilled what she knew. And it seemed, happily so, that Maria knew a lot.

“His uncle is the trustee for Lord Harry’s older brother, the Marquis of Hepton. Hepton, sadly, is not well and has never been quite competent. It’s common knowledge he will never marry or have his own heir, so we can all expect Lord Harry to inherit from him as well as their ancient grandfather, the Duke of Kingsdere.”

“How fascinating,” Penelope said.

And indeed, it was. Surely Anthony would believe she might be interested in such a man. Although, she hoped Anthony did not determine the man’s expected inheritance was more attractive than his more obvious flaws. It would defeat her purpose if Anthony did not have enough reason to reject this man as husband material.

“His uncle despises him,” Maria went on, much to Penelope’s satisfaction. “The two of them have a long-standing dispute.”

“Over what?”

She hoped it was something sordid. Indeed, Anthony would hate that.

“No one knows. Some say it was a woman, some say Lord Harry wishes to do away with his brother and inherit sooner.”

“Ah, but that’s perfect!”

Maria frowned. “What? Did you not hear what I said?”

“Oh, no… I meant how dreadful that he hates his brother so.”

“I’m more inclined to believe it is likely some of his amorous exploits have caused the rift,” Maria said. “Lord Harry is known as rather a rogue. In fact, they say his senses are so jaded that he’s forced to travel all over the world to strange lands to find women sordid enough to tempt him. As Lord Harry is dependent on his brother and as Lord Nedley is trustee, I’ve no doubt they have frequent disagreements over the financial aspects of such a lifestyle.”

Well, the bit about the man’s love of travel was good. All the more reason for her to claim interest in him. Anthony would be more likely to believe it. And hate it.

Maria went on. “He’s very rarely in England, and when he is, he is so debauched and degenerate that he goes about unkempt and is unfit for society with anyone aside from his equally dissipated friends. They say Lord Nedley would rather see his nephew die of his unwholesome lifestyle than to live and inherit the title.”

“But I thought Lord Harry’s uncle had sent him to London to find a wife?”

“Wherever did you get that idea?”

“Lord Burlington said so, and Lord Harry seemed surprised that he should know such detail. I assumed it was the case.”

Maria simply shrugged. “Well, if Lord Harry married and produced an heir, that would push Lord Nedley further from the title. Still, he’s probably hoping the man will take a wealthy wife. That would make sense. Everyone says it is just a matter of time before the duns will be at his door.”

Hmm, well this was promising. She needed a horrible fiancé, and the most horrible man possible was out looking for a wealthy wife. A match made in heaven!

“Though who’d be desperate enough to marry someone like that, I can’t imagine,” Maria finished. “Hardly the perfect husband.”

“Well, he’s absolutely perfect for my purposes. All we need is an introduction.”

“Good luck with that. I certainly don’t know anyone who actually knows the man, and I doubt your brother would be much help.”

“No, he and Mother seem to be content to bury me under the likes of Puddleston Blu…”

But her mouth could not continue to form the syllables. Across the room, a figure moved. He was tall, elegant, finely dressed, and the crowd seemed to part for him as he proceeded along. As well they should. He had an air about him of authority, and Penelope simply could not take her eyes from him.

His wealth of chestnut hair was cut fashionably long and hung about his face in a carefully carefree manner. His shoulders were broad, and his limbs were long and muscular; there was delightfully no need for padding underneath. His skin was darkened by the sun, as if he had just been scooped up from some exotic location and dropped here in the center of London. But his clothes and his bearing were every bit the gentleman. An exciting gentleman. A dangerous gentleman.

He paused where he was, and his head turned slowly, deliberately. His eyes met hers, and it was as if he’d expected to find her there. Perhaps he had. He smiled.

“Penelope?” Maria said from someplace far away beside her.

“It’s him.”

“Him who?”

“Him!”

“Good heavens. You mean him?”

Penelope nodded.

“Er, are you certain?” Maria asked.

Penelope nodded again. Dear Lord, but he was still looking at her. His eyes were so cold she felt a shiver run through her.

“He doesn’t look quite so horrible as you made him sound,” Maria stated.

No, he most certainly did not. He was breathtakingly not horrible. Not at all. And to think, she’d hoped the man would not shave. Good gracious, what had she been thinking?

“I’m not so sure you want to go through with this plan,” Maria said.

Oh yes she did! No, wait. She needed to be reasonable. This was no awkward hermit. This was a worldly and experienced rogue. If even half the things Maria had heard about him were true, Penelope could be getting herself into very hot water by so much as contemplating having anything to do with this person.

Yet, how could she not? He was so obviously perfect in every way. Perfect for her plan, that was. He was exactly the sort of person Anthony would be desperate to keep her away from. One look at him and everyone would want to keep their sisters away from him! Egypt would not seem far enough.

“Penelope, you’re not honestly thinking of…”

“No, certainly not,” Penelope said quickly, knowing it was what she ought to say. “I see my initial estimation of him was a bit hasty.”

“Indeed! Heavens, but he looks as if he could eat you alive.”

Yes, didn’t he, though? She never thought she’d find herself so eager to become someone’s meal. And he still had his eye on her! She couldn’t look away even if she had tried.

“I think we should go find your mother,” Maria advised.

Penelope wasn’t certain she remembered what a mother was. Oh yes. Mamma was the woman who would take one look at Lord Harry’s expression and whisk Penelope home to be locked up with chains. No, if this plan was going to have any hope of succeeding, she must avoid her mother at all costs.

But Lord Harry, it seemed, decided not to cooperate. Without so much as a nod in her direction, he took his gaze from her and continued on through the crowd. Well, that was a fine way to treat his future fiancée! She had half a mind to go stalking after him.

“We should go sit down,” Maria said, taking Penelope’s arm and leading her off the dais toward a nearby row of chairs.

Penelope had to admit sitting might be a good idea just now. She’d suddenly realized she’d forgotten to breathe. How odd.

She followed Maria—who did not let go of her—but spared one last glance after Lord Harry. He also spared one glance her way. She caught his cold gray eyes one last time, just before he stepped out through a rear doorway. This time his smile was accompanied by an approving nod.

She had to remember to breathe again as Maria deposited her in a chair.

“That is not someone you need introduction to,” Maria announced.

“No, of course you are right.”

After all, it seemed as if Lord Harry saw no need for introduction, either. His gaze had been as familiar as if they’d been well acquainted for years. If he’d spoken one word to her while staring the way he had, Anthony would have gladly called the man out.

“Stay here. I see your mother, and I’m going to get us something to drink,” Maria said and scurried off toward the long table at the other side of the room where liveried servants poured weak lemonade.

Yes, Penelope saw her mother, too. The woman was barely twenty feet away, chatting with some other matrons, their feathers and turbans bouncing merrily. The woman hadn’t seen her daughter yet.

Penelope chewed her lip. What should she do? It would only be a moment before Maria came back or before Mamma noticed her. Lord Harry was gone from the assembly. He had not spoken to anyone, and it seemed they had no friends or acquaintances in common. It would appear she had lost any chance to gain that introduction.

Unless, of course, they truly did not need one.

HER EYES WERE EVERY BIT AS BLUE AS HE’D REMEMBERED them. The rest of her was rather easy to look at, as well. And she was wearing that scarab again, as if to taunt him with it. Perhaps she was. He knew she’d been looking for him, hoping to catch a glimpse of him here at his uncle’s ball.

He’d been hoping to find her, too. Certainly there was no other reason he’d bothered to show up. If he really wished to give his uncle a happy birthday, he’d have stayed away.

But he hadn’t had any luck finding the girl through any other means, so he decided to try his luck here tonight. And he’d succeeded. He’d found her, and she’d found him.

He’d seen the expression on her face when she saw him. Hell, he didn’t entirely expect her to recognize him, but she had. He’d seen her lips, watched her speak to her companion. It’s him. Oh yes, she’d been looking for him, indeed.

Why, he could not be sure. Should he be flattered? Judging from her expression, she’d expected him to appear in the same condition he had last week.

Well, that had been a mistake. He’d not at all meant to be seen that night.

Tonight, however, was different. He fully expected to be seen. He was glad that not only was he seen, the seer had approved of what she saw. Indeed, she approved very much, and he rather liked that.

It would make it all that much easier to take back the scarab. He’d become rather well versed in removing jewelry—among other apparel—from ladies. Getting that little amulet back into his possession, and learning how she came by it, would be child’s play. Simple and quite enjoyable.

Of course, first he had to meet the girl. He still did not know who she was, but the fact that she was here indicated she was someone. She would have good connections, at least. And that might pose a difficulty. Good connections did not often approve of him.

Usually, he enjoyed that. Let the old man suffer shame for his actions; let him cringe with embarrassment at the very mention of his name. It was nothing less than the pompous hypocrite deserved. Still, in this particular instance, it was proving a nuisance. Harris needed to find out about that woman. He needed a way to her.

Unless, of course, she would simply come to him.

Good God, but was she doing just that? He’d gone out of doors to clear his head, to avoid his uncle, and to plan his attack. It never dawned on him the chit might be so dramatically smitten she’d actually follow him out here. Yet here she was, stealing out through the doorway, peering over her shoulder for fear of being caught. He ducked into the shadows.

She hadn’t seen him, but she was clearly looking for him. She could have no other excuse for being here just now, so close on his heels. And she’d left her companion behind, he noticed. He waited and watched.

She glanced nervously around, the moonlight playing off the shimmering silk of her gown. It was the same amber color as the orb carried by the scarab she wore at her neck. That enviable beetle hung from a golden chain, resting snugly just above the creamy white mounds of taut female flesh. Harris itched to get his hands on all of it.

When at last she had crept safely away from the door to be hidden from those within, Harris made his move. He stepped up close behind her, dropping his voice low and hoping she did not start and run away.

“You are looking for someone, miss?”

She did jump a bit, but she did not bolt. She took a quick step back and turned to face him. Ah, but that scarab did look happy positioned as it was against her satin smooth skin.

“You!”

“You were looking for me?”

“Er, yes, actually I was, Mr. Chesterton. I mean… Lord Harry.”

So, she knew who he was. Not surprising, since anyone she asked would have taken great joy in expounding on his many vices and disagreeable qualities. What was surprising was that she must have heard all this and still had come out here after him. She was taking quite a risk, being alone with him here. He could hardly wait to learn why.

“Then I am the most fortunate man in all London, Miss… er, Miss…”

“Penelope Rastmoor.”

Blast it, this was Rastmoor’s sister? He hadn’t seen the man in years, but he’d always thought well of him from the few friendly dealings they’d had over the years. Damn, but he didn’t much enjoy the idea of toying with a decent cove’s sister. After all, if he’d have been fortunate enough to have a sister, he suspected he’d not play nicely with anyone fool enough to toy with her. He doubted Rastmoor would be any more charitable.

Still, the chit had come out here of her own free will…

“Perhaps you know my brother?” she asked.

Had his expression been so obvious? “I do.”

“Well, he isn’t here tonight,” she announced.

And that was an invitation if he’d ever heard one. He took a step toward her.

Very well, Miss Rastmoor. You have set the course for this evening. Let us see where it takes us.

“What a striking amulet,” he said, reaching for it and brushing her skin with his fingers.

It was a bold move. He was entirely too close to her; he could feel her quickened breath against his hand as he picked up the warmed scarab and bent in to study it. His face was mere inches from hers. He could see the pulse pound at her neck, feel the heated tension radiate from her. She was terrified.

Yet she did not move an inch.

“It is Egyptian,” she said. Her voice was tight and it wavered. “A scarab, pushing an amber orb that represents the sun.”

“You need no such amulet, Miss Rastmoor,” he said, replacing the scarab and letting his fingers trail along the golden chain, over the gentle slope of her collarbone and up to the sensitive nape of her graceful neck. “Your smile itself is brighter than any sun.”

She had to take a deep breath before she could answer. “You’re very good with words, sir.”

“I’m very good with other things as well, my dear.”

“Yes, er, I see that.”

But no, she did not see, because her eyes were falling shut as he buried his fingers in her tumbling curls and pulled her face toward his. He gave her ample time to pull away, but she did not. By the time his lips touched hers, he was as eager for the taste of her as she appeared to be for him. Her lips parted easily, and he found himself enjoying not the chaste, teasing kiss he had planned, but something far deeper.

He held her tightly, pressing her against him to feel every inch of her tantalizing curves. His mouth took possession of hers, her sweetness and willingness fueling a desire that was wholly unexpected. He knew, of course, kissing Miss Rastmoor would be pleasurable. He never dreamed it would be so overwhelming.

Best to cut things short, considering that his hand had just skimmed down her silky back and was now exploring the wonderful roundness of her shapely bottom. And she was allowing it.

“It would appear Miss Rastmoor is good at a few things, as well,” he said, coming up for air.

She, too, was catching her breath. Her huge blue eyes blinked up at him. “Heavens, but you’re even more wicked than everyone says you are!”

“Now, don’t act quite so righteous, my dear.” He brushed a strand of hair from her face and traced her flushed lips with his thumb. “You seem to be someone who rather likes wicked.”

“But my brother doesn’t,” she said. “He is absolutely going to hate you.”

Now he didn’t much care for the sound of that. “I thought you said he wasn’t here?”

“He’s not, but once he finds out we’ve become engaged he’ll boil over like a scalded pot. Oh, he’ll be furious.”

Harris shoved her away as if she’d suddenly become scalding herself. “Now wait one little minute here!”

“No, no, it’s no reason to panic,” she said, suddenly shushing him as if she expected him to stand here and discuss this with her. “I’m not trying to trap you, or anything.”

“It sure as hell seems that way,” he said, scanning for the quickest, darkest way out of the garden. “Damn it, woman, did you think by luring me into a few stolen kisses I’d feel compelled to drop down on my knee and offer for you?”

She stood up very straight and jabbed her pointy little chin into the air. “I don’t recall luring you at all, sir. To be more accurate, you swooped down on me like a vulture.”

“Oh, don’t play all missish. You knew exactly what you wanted when you followed me out here. And I know for a fact you liked what you got.”

She was at least honest enough not to deny it. She did, however, point out the obvious.

“As did you.”

“It was a blasted kiss! That’s no reason I should be expected to pay the ultimate price. You’re lucky I didn’t insist on more from you. Hell, if you knew anything at all about me you would know I don’t give a fig for your honor, or mine either, for that matter. Haven’t you heard? I’m a hopeless case; a bounder and an unscrupulous scoundrel.”

“Oh yes, I’ve heard,” she acknowledged, but still did not run for the hills. “And I’ve also heard your uncle has pulled the rug out from under your finances until you get a proper wife.”

“And you think you’d like to apply for the job?”

“Heavens, no! It’s just that I’m in somewhat the same situation, you see.”

He really had no idea where this was going, but damned if he wasn’t intrigued. What the hell was this minx up to?

“You need a proper wife?” he asked.

“No. I need a proper fiancé,” she replied. “Or rather, a very improper one.”

“Well, forgive me, Miss Rastmoor, but as I have no desire whatsoever to end up someone’s husband—”

“Shut up, will you? Listen. You want your uncle to ease up on your resources, don’t you?”

He carefully did not answer. Just how much did the girl truly know about his resources? She had the scarab; could she have also learned certain things about his dealings? Was she aware just how desperate he truly was for his uncle to turn loose some funds?

“My brother thinks I need a husband to keep me in line,” she continued.

“If tonight represents your usual behavior, I must say I’m rather inclined to agree with him, Miss Rastmoor.”

“Well, he’d never agree with you,” she said curtly. “In fact, he would likely give me anything I wished rather than see me married to you. No offense, sir.”

“None taken.”

“Good. So you see how convenient this is for us, don’t you? You need a respectable fiancée, while I need a very disrespectful fiancé.”

“Ho there; let me see if I comprehend this. You would propose an engagement as a way of blackmailing our troublesome relatives?”

She smiled brightly, and he was positively stunned to discover he was already thinking up what he could say next that might reproduce such a thrilling effect.

“Yes! That’s it exactly. You are cleverer than you look, sir.”

“Thank you, I suppose.”

“Now, I would probably only need about two weeks engaged to you before I could sway my brother to my wishes,” she said, mentally calculating. “How long do you think it would take you to convince your uncle you are deserving of his support once again?”

Considering he was nearly thirty years old already and the man despised him more as each day went by…

“It would take a good deal more than two weeks, I’m afraid.”

Now she pouted. “Really? Oh drat. You’ve dreadfully mucked it up with him, haven’t you?”

Good God, but she was lovely when she pouted. Thank heavens she was not interested in anything more than a false engagement just now. Whatever poor sap she set her sights on for the permanent situation would have little hope of escape.

For himself, however, he had to admit her outlandish plan held some merit. It would put him in position to get to know the cheeky tart—and the circumstances surrounding that pretty little scarab—rather more intimately. Indeed, this might actually work out very well for him.

Unless, of course, her brother was not quite the slow-wit she seemed to think him. He might jump at the chance to get her married off and call for the parson tomorrow. Well, it wouldn’t be the first time Harris had ignored duty and done whatever the hell he pleased. If the girl was willing to take this sort of risk, she’d have to live with the consequences when he abandoned her.

And by that time, he’d have the scarab and whatever helpful information he could pry out from her. And just maybe he’d take a few other liberties along the way, as well. It was not as if Miss Rastmoor seemed unwilling. Lord knew he wouldn’t be.

Very well; he’d do it. He’d find out more about her ridiculous plan and use her for whatever he could. Indeed, an engagement to a respectable female might just garner some little trickle of favor from his damned uncle, after all.

“My uncle might have much against me, Miss Rastmoor,” he said, moving closer to her again, “but he’s always had a soft spot for beautiful women. Perhaps if he thought I was sensible enough to attach you, he might be inclined to overlook some of my past, er, iniquities.”

“Really? You mean, you would consider it?”

That lock of unruly hair was back down in her face again, so he gently pushed it away. “It does seem an opportunity for both of us to benefit.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I thought,” she said, but he could hear the little catch in her voice.

His touch, his nearness was having an effect on her. Good. That would be useful. As long as he could make certain this effect only ran one way.

“I am taking a great risk, though,” he said, trailing one finger over her earlobe.

“Er, you are?”

“Once our engagement is broken, my uncle will not be very happy. Any goodwill I’ve gained will possibly be lost.”

“Yes, I see that.”

She did have quite attractive earlobes. The glittering gems she wore there were small and tasteful, just enough to add to the sparkle of her eyes. Those eyes were sparkling more than ever as he watched the ember of desire flame to life behind them. Damn it, but he would enjoy this little game.

“You would not ask me to involve myself in this somewhat risky endeavor without some form of recompense, would you?”

“Er, what?”

“Payment, Miss Rastmoor. I’m afraid I’ll have to ask for payment.”

“Payment? But Anthony only gives me pin money. How much would you need?”

“Hmm, that’s a good question.”

He dragged his touch down along the golden chain, brushing the scarab then continuing down farther, until his fingers caught on the smooth bodice of her gown. She drew a quick breath, and for the first time it appeared she was not able to make herself meet his eyes. So she was not quite as brazen as she pretended.

“Perhaps we should see how things go before we agree to terms,” he suggested.

She was hesitant in her answer. “Er, but what if I cannot afford it?”

“Rest assured, Miss Rastmoor. Before this is done, I will require payment. But I promise, it will be something you already possess. In abundance.”

Obviously she was not ignorant of his meaning. He would give her credit for that; she was not stupid. But she cleared her throat, brought her gaze up to meet his, and forced a convincing smile.

“So how do we proceed, then?” she asked. “A handshake between conspirators?”

“A handshake? No, my dear, that is for honest gentlemen. Our agreement is something altogether different.”

As if he would settle for a handshake when he had the tasty Miss Rastmoor close at hand. He moved quickly before she could refuse, and once again his lips took ownership of hers. He expected resistance, now that she’d accomplished her business, but found none. Instead she was as pliant and accommodating as he could have hoped for. Indeed, as he pressed his hand into the small of her back and fairly crushed her to him, she gave a slight moan that was nothing short of raw desire. The sound of it reverberated in his core, and he felt an answering passion rise up within him.

No, a handshake would never do for his dealings with Miss Rastmoor. This kiss was not nearly enough, either. But it would have to suffice for now.

He heard the voices from the doorway. Someone was coming, calling for her. They would be discovered this way if he did not gain some control over himself very, very soon.

She gave a little murmur of pain when he pushed himself away from her. Her eyes grew huge when she, too, heard the voices. He read the myriad questions that raced through her mind.

“I’ll take care of everything,” he said quickly.

He spared just one heartbeat to lay two fingers on her lips. She stared at him without moving, but he knew exactly what she was thinking. He could see it plainly, written in fear on her face. If they had been left undisturbed, she would have been helpless to resist him. The idea both frightened and thrilled her.

That, he knew, would be her downfall. With one last glance for good measure, he ducked into the shadows. Oh yes, he’d require payment from Miss Rastmoor, that much was certain. The only question was, would he be satisfied with the scarab, or would he demand the lovely body it hung on, as well?

“PENELOPE? ARE YOU OUT HERE?”

It was Maria’s voice. And it was louder than needed. She was calling from the doorway; Penelope knew a warning when she heard it. She tried desperately to collect her composure as Lord Harry disappeared into the darkness of the garden behind her.

Her lips still burned from his touch. Dear heavens, but the rest of her burned, as well. What on earth had that man done to her? Worse, would she be able to undo it quickly enough that her mother might not notice?

“Penelope!” the woman nearly shrieked, pushing past Maria in the doorway and scurrying out into the garden. “Who was that? Who was with you?”

“What? Who was what, Mamma?” Penelope asked, not having to work very hard to sound surprised and a bit confused.

“Your mother was worried when we could not find you,” Maria said, trailing behind the fuming matron and scowling at Penelope. “I suppose you were weary from the crush inside and needed fresh air.”

“Er, yes,” Penelope said, recognizing a helpful suggestion when it came her way. “I needed some air.”

“I don’t see how you could get very much of it with that man draped all over you,” Mamma said. “Who was he, Penelope?”

“A man? I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mamma.”

“I saw him, Penelope. He was right here just before we came out.”

Mamma turned to Maria for corroboration, but thankfully the girl simply shrugged and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see anyone, Lady Rastmoor.”

Indeed, Penelope owed her friend for that.

Mamma stalked around the garden, but the place was dark and there were plantings everywhere. Lord Harry was well gone by now, thankfully. Claiming an engagement with a man was one thing; being caught making love to him in a darkened garden was quite another!

“Well, he was here,” her mother said when it was clear there’d be no finding him now. “You have a lot to answer for, Penelope. Come along. I believe our evening is over.”

They followed Mamma back into the glowing din of the ballroom. Penelope had to admit, she was not looking forward to whatever inquisition Mamma would have planned for her. No doubt she’d tell Anthony all about her suspicions, as well. Drat. She’d best come up with some plausible story right away.

Fortunately, she was given a slight reprieve. Their exit from the ball—and the subsequent question-filled carriage ride home—was delayed. A group of nattering matrons beset Mamma as they made their way through the room, and a boisterous Mrs. Babb-Winkle went on quite exuberantly to ask Mamma’s opinion of the new hat Lady Castlethwait had been seen wearing in the park this week. Well, of course the hat had been an absolute horror, so Mamma was forced to give a few words on the topic.

“Thank you,” Penelope whispered to her friend as they waited quietly for the hat conversation to exhaust itself.

Maria frowned. “I cannot believe you went out there!”

“Well, however else was I to meet him?”

“And did you?”

“I did. We had quite a pleasant, er, conversation.”

“Yes, I can see by the way your hair is mussed and your gown all askew. Very pleasant conversation indeed.”

Good heavens, Maria was right! Penelope hadn’t noticed what a mess she was. Hoping not to draw attention, she tugged at her clothes and patted her hair. My, but what that man could accomplish in so little time…

“So,” Maria asked through a false smile, “are you completely ruined now or just slightly tarnished?”

Penelope opened her mouth to reply, then thought better of it. In truth, she really did not know the answer to that.

“Ask me again in a day or two.”

Maria rolled her eyes and uttered something that sounded rather like a prayer. How odd. She’d never known her friend to be particularly religious.
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