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            Prologue

         
         
            London

            Spring, 1827

         

         Asher Holt jolted awake as a woman’s soft, warm body landed hard against his hips. Grunting from near castration, he shifted
            her lush figure to the left. “Easy now, sweets, or my Thoroughbred will never leave his stall.”
         

         
         He blinked groggily up at a pair of wide hazel eyes, studying the peridot green irises rimmed with a rich penumbra of cinnamon,
            and tried to recall her name. Nothing came to him. Brushing aside the disheveled mane of sweetly fragrant reddish-blond hair,
            he took a closer look at her heart-shaped face, gently rounded chin and carnation-pink lips. A tiny constellation of freckles
            emerged through a fine dusting of face powder, her cheeks red and blotchy beneath. Absently, he wondered if she used lemon
            juice to diminish blemishes like so many women did.
         

         
         Such a pity. He’d always been partial to freckles.

         
         Though, with such a complexion, society would never declare her a great beauty. And yet . . . there was something about her.
         

         
         But not enough to spark his memory.

         
         Then again, his skull was about to crack open like a desiccated milkweed pod and he could hardly put two thoughts together.
            His brain seemed caught in a mire of fuzz and fluff that even coated the back of his tongue.
         

         
         “You’re foxed,” the lush creature accused, wrinkling her nose. “And you smell like a rum pot.”

         
         That would explain things. “Peculiar. I never imbibe to excess.”

         
         “Well, you certainly picked a fine time to begin. We don’t have an instant to waste.”

         
         She pushed herself clear of him with a huff, affording him the view of a four-strand pearl necklace and heaps of cream-colored
            taffeta, enswathed by silver netting and bespeckled with even more pearls.
         

         
         The mystery woman looked like she’d exploded straight from an oyster bed . . . or a treasure chest.

         
         A dull buzz of alertness niggled at the back of his mind. Though at the current trudging pace of his thoughts, it would take
            days for any information to breach the thick fleece threatening to burst through his eye sockets and ears.
         

         
         Head spinning, he maneuvered into a more upright position. Only then did he realize he was still clad in yesterday’s riding
            clothes, greatcoat, and weathered top boots. He also recognized the aged burgundy interior of the carriage surrounding him,
            the familiar upholstery worn thin to an apricot hue over the squabs.
         

         
         The girl in pearls tugged on the sparse, uneven tassel strings at the ends of the shades. He hoped she was careful. He was
            almost certain that this decrepit conveyance was held together by nothing more than a few boards and some clever stitching.
            Pull on the wrong thread and the walls might very well crash down onto the street.
         

         
         The tassel broke off in her gloved hand and he braced himself, just in case. Thankfully, the walls remained intact.

         
         Unconcerned, she merely flicked it from her fingertips, then peeled back the brittle fabric from the window. A dull wash of
            gray light entered the cabin and opened another crag in his skull. Grimacing, he recoiled into the corner of the bench as
            she peered outside toward a fine mist collecting on the church steps.
         

         
         Apparently, she didn’t like the view either, for she turned back to him, worrying her plump bottom lip between her teeth.
            Her gaze met his, beseeching him with some unknown plea.
         

         
         All at once, he felt a strange sense of recognition . . . while still having no idea who she was. Though it was becoming clear
            that they must have met before.
         

         
         “Well?” Her hand impatiently stirred the air between them, her lips parting on panted breaths of . . . anticipation? Disquiet?

         
         Either way, he felt compelled to take in a lungful of air for her. “Well, what?”
         

         
         “Shouldn’t we be . . . getting on by now?”

         
         Ah. At once he understood.
         

         
         His appreciative gaze drifted over her voluptuous form, then focused on those strands of pearls above the rapid rising and
            falling of her lush bosom. Clearly, she was a young courtesan. Perhaps she’d been looking for a new protector and, drunk out
            of his gourd, he’d invited her into his carriage.
         

         
         A pity, really. “My apologies, sweets. I wish I had the coin to afford you. Alas, I do not. Nor do I ever mix business with
            pleasure. In my opinion, carnal delights should be uninhibited and unconstrained by the obligations of monetary transactions.”
         

         
         Her tawny brows furrowed and a tiny rosebud of wrinkles formed above her nose. “Whot are you—”
         

         
         Abruptly, her cheeks flushed to crimson. Then her mouth formed a small round O.

         
         She swallowed and shifted back on the bench with a crunch of taffeta. Surrounded by voluminous netting, she looked like a
            fuzzy-headed caterpillar in the midst of slipping into a chrysalis for an overdue nap.
         

         
         A grumpy caterpillar, who started to wag her finger at him.

         
         “You should be ashamed of yourself. I’m not going to become a harlot or a street . . . strumpet. Jane said you were slow-witted
            but, honestly, I didn’t realize she’d left me in the hands of a proper buffoon.” She darted another glance through the carriage
            window. “Oh, this was a mistake. I knew it all along, and yet there was no other way. And now, there’s no going back either.
            I just made certain of that.”
         

         
         Asher ignored the buffoon remark for the moment. “Jane?”
         

         
         “Your cousin, of course!”

         
         He was fairly positive he didn’t have a cousin named Jane. But there was the off chance that he’d merely lost her in the opaque
            quagmire between his ears.
         

         
         The courtesan speared him with an impatient glare as if she’d expected him to say something in response. When he didn’t, she
            groused, “Honestly. Do you think it possible for us to continue this . . . introduction en route since my father is doubtless discovering my absence and bound to burst upon us at any moment?”
         

         
         The threat of her father’s wrath—or any father, really—spurred Asher into motion. He called out to the driver and, with a
            crack of the whip, the carriage jolted. And so did the contents of his skull.
         

         
         Squinting, he took another long look at his companion. When she was perturbed, the outer cinnamon band of her irises seemed
            more like a ring of fire encircling molten green pools. And as he stared into them, his head cleared bit by bit.
         

         
         Stretching out his legs, he kicked an empty bottle that coggled a few memories into place. “Your father a tyrant, is he?”

         
         “Not entirely. He isn’t one to shout or to raise his hand when an opposing argument is set before him. However”—she hesitated,
            pursing those pink lips thoughtfully—“he has a knack for turning conversations into mazes and, before you know it, you’ve
            agreed to whatever he wanted in the first place.”
         

         
         He nodded in commiseration, having been sired by a master manipulator as well.

         
         In fact, come to think of it, he was the reason Asher was here. If it wasn’t for his dear old pater, then he wouldn’t have heaps of debt waiting to bury him
            alive. Asher even recalled forming a desperate plan to finally liberate himself from the Luciferian tyranny.
         

         
         But what was that plan, precisely?
         

         
         He had no idea. Though he seemed to recall being disgusted by his own actions. Enough to drink an entire pint of rum. Enough
            to take a carriage to the church last night. Enough to wait outside until morning for his chance to . . . to . . .
         

         
         No.

         
         Asher sat forward as realization dawned, and he winced at the shaft of silver light lancing through the center of the carriage.

         
         Lowering his face into the cup of his hands, he mumbled, “Just so we’re perfectly clear, your name is . . .”

         
         “Miss Winnifred Humphries.”

         
         “Yes, of course.” Now he recalled everything.

         
         She was the heiress he intended to kidnap.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            The week before

         

         Winnifred Humphries never imagined that the sum of her existence would dwindle down to corsets and cakes. Cinched laces and
            afternoon teas. Whalebone and wedding plans.
         

         
         Betrothed at the beginning of her second Season, she’d hoped for waltzes and even warm lemonade. Glittering chandeliers and
            moonlit terraces. Shared secrets and stolen kisses.
         

         
         But those things didn’t happen to plump, freckled heiresses.

         
         Resigned, she dutifully watched her fiancé dash off to his new barouche, the silver trim gleaming in the midday light like
            a freshly minted coin. Mr. Woodbine bade her no more than an absent wave, and his steps were far lighter in leaving the stately
            townhouse than in entering it.
         

         
         Her own steps might have been nimble as well if she could breathe. But Mother—in her unending quest to have a slender and
            graceful daughter—ordered Winnifred’s laces drawn tighter for the special occasion of having Mr. Woodbine for tea.
         

         
         Not that it mattered. He’d grimaced each time a morsel of cake had passed her lips. And because of him, she’d eaten the whole
            blasted slice. She hadn’t even been hungry.
         

         
         Combined with tea, that last spiteful bite was expanding to continental proportions. The country of Plumcakia and all its
            inhabitants now dwelled inside her, some holding hand-hewn spears and waging war on her lungs.
         

         
         Placing a hand over her midriff, she hoped for peace between nations. Then she returned to the parlor, prepared to beg her
            friends to loosen her laces.
         

         
         Unfortunately, Mother was still lingering in the gold-chintz-papered room, fussing with red and pink roses in a cobalt meiping
            vase. Her keen gaze cut to Winnifred and she clucked her tongue. “I warned you against the plum cake, dear.”
         

         
         Winnifred exchanged wry glances with Jane Pickerington and Elodie Parrish, who were sitting primly on the camelback settee.
            Her friends were well-acquainted with Lady Waldenfield’s ongoing and, frankly, futile pursuit of perfection.
         

         
         Sinking down onto the edge of an upholstered chair, Winnifred was careful not to bend at the waist. She couldn’t risk a corset
            eruption, after all. Because of Mr. Woodbine and the troubling letter that arrived before him, the afternoon was already dreadful
            enough without the possibility of impaling her friends with shooting spears of whalebone.
         

         
         On a brighter note, if she fainted and her head lolled onto the lofted expanse of her own bosom, she would surely smother
            herself to death and wouldn’t have to marry Mr. Woodbine. In addition to that boon, Mother could order her daughter’s corpse
            fitted into the newer fashions of narrow dropped waists and puffed sleeves without any complaint whatsoever.
         

         
         Inhaling a sip of flesh-pinching air, she said to her mother, “As I recall . . . the words . . . ‘Try the cake, dear. It’s
            simply divine’ fell from your lips.”
         

         
         “Yes, but I raised my brows as I spoke,” she said, turning to demonstrate.

         
         A master of her craft, the subtle arch revealed a refined degree of censure and only a trace of wrinkles on her still-youthful
            countenance. Imogene Humphries certainly did not appear old enough to have a child of two and twenty. Ever-stylish in her
            violet checked silk tobine, she might have stepped from the pages of La Belle Assemblée. Her willowy figure hardly required the aid of a corset, and her golden hair was always artfully coiffed—unlike Winnifred’s
            unholy tangle of reddish-blond curls.
         

         
         Thankfully, Mother had given up on taming it ages ago.

         
         “With your wedding scarcely a week hence,” Mother continued, “you should be mindful of Mr. Woodbine’s moods. Surely you noticed
            the way he eyed your every forkful of cake with grim disapproval. He never does that with Lady Stanton. In fact, just last
            night, I saw them at a dinner party. And, by the by, she was wearing the most elegant gown of—”
         

         
         “You do realize you’re admiring my fiancé’s mistress, do you not?” Winnifred interjected.

         
         Her cheeks heated with embarrassment and her stomach roiled in suppressed umbrage. A volcano erupted on Plumcakia, killing
            all the natives and scorching the tender lining of her throat. She swallowed, too ashamed to look past the gold-inlaid edge
            of the low table and toward her friends.
         

         
         “Pish tosh. That’s simply the way of things in our circle. Mr. Woodbine has had Lady Stanton’s companionship long before you came along.
            She was a poor, childless widow and his family forbade him from marrying her. It’s positively pointless to imagine that he
            would abandon her simply because he’s marrying a young woman whose dowry is too appealing to resist.”
         

         
         Winnifred felt as desirable as the burlap sack a highwayman might fill with gold sovereigns. A lovely reminder that she was
            merely the vessel that transferred a fortune from one hand to another.
         

         
         Of course, she wasn’t stupid enough to believe that he was marrying her out of affection. From the beginning, Mr. Woodbine
            could scarcely stand to linger in the same room with her.
         

         
         It was her father who’d arranged the union. Paying no attention to Winnifred’s unwavering objections, Viscount Waldenfield
            had mulishly chosen Mr. Woodbine because he was third in line for a dukedom and poor enough to manipulate.
         

         
         Among other disappointments, life had taught her that marriage was nothing more than an obligation to one’s family. So then
            why did her foolish heart still yearn for love? To find a man who might want her without condition or fortune?
         

         
         “Now, now. There’s no need to turn all prickly,” Mother said, coming to her side to fuss over her chrome-yellow gigot sleeves,
            puffing up the left to match the right. Then she lifted a rosewater-scented hand to Winnifred’s cheek, her expression soft
            and solemn. “I’m only trying to save you from any romantic inclinations. I was once a young, wealthy bride, too, you know.
            Believe me when I tell you that it’s far better to have a firm understanding now, rather than to suffer disenchantment for
            the years ahead of you.”
         

         
         For an instant, Winnifred could have sworn she saw the reflection of her own longing in her mother’s eyes.

         
         Then Imogene Humphries stood tall and flitted an elegant hand in the air toward Jane and Ellie. “Now then, girls. Don’t let
            my Winnifred talk you into loosening her laces. She’s been attempting to bribe her maid with comfits all day. But I’m determined
            that she will make the ideal portrait of a bride by next week.”
         

         
         Then, with a wink, she turned on her heel and sashayed from the room.

         
         The instant the doorway was vacant, Winnifred slouched back onto the chair, her bustle crumpling like crushed dreams. “I can
            only hope that the world will erupt in fire in the next seven days. Do you think there are any volcanoes beneath London?”
         

         
         Ellie sat forward on a huff, blowing her inky dark fringe from her forehead. Ever-quick to show her emotions, her amber eyes
            were fierce and her porcelain complexion hosted two spots of pink on the apples of her cheeks. “Winnie, you cannot possibly
            marry Mr. Woodbine.”
         

         
         “Actually, she is capable of marrying him,” Jane added in her usual logical fashion, her topknot of wispy brown curls slightly askew. “Regardless of
            how it isn’t the sensible thing to do and will guarantee her misery for years to come.”
         

         
         “Thank you for that,” Winnifred said dryly. “Lovely to know I can trust my friends to have a care for my tender feelings.”

         
         “Prue will say the same once she arrives. Though it seems her trademark tardiness has gone beyond the pale today.”

         
         “But Prue isn’t coming. Haven’t you heard?” Winnifred looked from one friend to the other. “Oh my, then it’s worse than I
            thought.”
         

         
         “Whatever do you mean?” Jane’s sable lashes clustered around a pair of inquisitive blue eyes.

         
         Beside her, Ellie choked on a whimper of distress and her complexion lost its luminescence, fading to pasty white. “Something
            terrible has happened. I sense it now. Yes . . . there’s a dark presence among us.”
         

         
         Ellie had a knack for seeing Death around every corner. In fact, her fear of the great beyond rivaled Mother’s horror at the
            thought of letting out Winn’s laces.
         

         
         “Prue merely”—Winnifred hesitated, trying to sound cheerful and not reveal any of her own qualms until she knew for certain—“embarked
            on an unplanned holiday.”
         

         
         “Saints preserve us! My aunts said the same thing when I was young and my canary went missing. Days later, the gardener’s dog dug up Goldie’s
            corpse beneath the cabbage roses.”
         

         
         Winnifred wasted a precious breath on a sigh. “That wasn’t a euphemism for Prue having passed away in her sleep.”

         
         “Winnie should hardly have served us tea first if that were the case,” Jane tutted. “She would have told us at the door and
            had footmen and smelling salts on hand if we happened to faint. Which reminds me . . .”
         

         
         Reaching down to the carpet, Jane hefted a red paisley reticule of epic proportions onto her tiny lap and began to sift through
            the mysterious contents. She was famously—or infamously, depending on the parties involved—prepared for any situation.
         

         
         “Ah. Here we are,” Jane announced, holding out a small brown vial like a prize cup. Removing the stopper, she waved it under
            Ellie’s nose. “Now take a deep breath of this vinaigrette. I’ve infused it with lavender. It’s bracing but with a pleasant
            finish. What do you think?”
         

         
         Ellie issued a cough and noncommittal murmur. Jane’s inventions weren’t always raving successes.

         
         While her friends were somewhat distracted, Winnifred decided to retrieve the letter from the escritoire on the far wall.
            Standing, she clenched every part of her that she could and heard a series of creaks that either foretold impending doom to
            her seams or announced that the oak-sized busk running down the center had suddenly sprouted a limb. Somehow, she managed
            an erect posture without incident and crossed the room.
         

         
         Retrieving the missive, Winnifred unfolded it as she returned to her friends.

         
         “This arrived only moments before you did, so I haven’t had time to fully digest it.” Much like the plum cake, she thought as she carefully sat down again. “Prudence writes, ‘Dearest Winnie, Please forgive my dreadful scrawl. I am
            penning this note in great haste before I must away this very morning! I doubt I shall return in time for your wedding breakfast
            and it is all due to a complete misunderstanding. You see, last night my father discovered me in the gardens at Sutherfield
            Terrace . . . and not quite as alone as I ought to have been.’”
         

         
         Ellie gasped. “Dear heavens! She had to have been with a man.”

         
         “Clearly,” Jane said. “But the important question is, who was he and in what state was she found?”
         

         
         “Well, one thing is for certain—he could not have been a gentleman,” Ellie answered. “Or else there would be no reason to
            send her away.”
         

         
         “And yet, who other than a gentleman would have been invited to Sutherfield Terrace?”

         
         Winnifred cleared her throat. “The two of you could continue to speculate, or I could simply read the letter, using what little air I possess at the moment.”
         

         
         Sitting forward, Jane gestured with an impatient roll of her hand. “Merely forming a hypothesis. You may proceed.”

         
         Winnifred skimmed the slanted scrawl, finding her place. “Let’s see . . . great haste . . . wedding breakfast . . . gardens at Sutherfield . . . Ah yes, here we are. ‘And now my father threatens to send me to a convent. Thankfully my mother persuaded him—just this morning—to
            pack me off to my stodgy aunt and uncle instead. I, however, am not certain my circumstance will fare any better. I shall
            be in a convent all the same. And yet, I tell you, dearest Winnie, that nothing of great import transpired between myself
            and Lord F—. I do not fancy myself in love with him. At all. Oh, bother, I hear Mother calling for me. I shall write again
            when we’ve reached the coaching inn. Yours affectionately, Prudence Thorogood.’”
         

         
         “Poor Prue!” Ellie lamented. “To be sent away at the height of the Season. Do you think she was seduced by this . . . Lord
            F—?”
         

         
         Jane pursed her lips in speculation. “If she was not, then it was near enough that it gave her parents reason to fear that
            it would only be a matter of time. This Lord F— is unquestionably a scoundrel if her parents do not anticipate a proposal
            of marriage.”
         

         
         Winnifred thought of her own experience, and how she was informed of her betrothal at dinner. Over calf’s brains. Not quite
            as thrilling as a scandal in the garden.
         

         
         Just once, she’d like to get caught unawares in a garden. To have a man go completely mad for her. To gaze at her with desire
            instead of with disgust.
         

         
         Mr. Woodbine would never look at her that way. There wasn’t an ounce of passion between them. Yet in a week’s time, she was
            doomed to marry him.
         

         
         She stood again, away from the chair’s confinement. But she still felt trapped. Utterly suffocated.

         
         Fanning herself with the letter, she focused on something more agreeable. “But what if this man genuinely liked Prue? Perhaps
            so much that he’d—oh, I don’t know—forgotten they were likely to be discovered. And perhaps after his night with her, he was willing to relinquish his status
            as a scoundrel and marry her without delay.”
         

         
         Jane arched her brows, a sly smile glinting in the upward tilt of her eyes. “Quite the fancy, Winnie.”

         
         “Not really. After all, how could Prue, or any of us for that matter, have known his intentions? It isn’t as if debutantes
            are taught about the ways of the marriage-minded gentleman in finishing school.”
         

         
         “Now that would have made a grand primer—The Marriage Habits of the Native Aristocrat,” Ellie said with a laugh.
         

         
         “It isn’t a terrible idea, actually.” Winnifred felt tingles race over her skin, raising gooseflesh. “Jane is forever talking
            about writing a book.”
         

         
         “I am. And?”
         

         
         “Well, this should be it! Why, simply imagine all the women you could help. How to recognize the signs for when a gentleman
            is trying to catch a wife . . . and when he is trying to avoid being caught.”
         

         
         “You may not have noticed, but my wallflower status keeps me from being much acquainted with gentlemen, or scoundrels, for
            that matter.”
         

         
         “Well, perhaps we should be. All of us.”

         
         “Winnie, you are scandalous!” Ellie grinned, excitement brimming in her expression.

         
         Jane tapped her fingertip against her mouth. “There have been a number of other debutantes sent away like our dear Prue.”

         
         Winnifred nodded with breathless encouragement. “It’s practically an epidemic. There must be dozens who’ve mistakenly believed
            they were being courted with honest intent.”
         

         
         “Or more,” Jane agreed. “And if we did uncover the mystery between an honorable gentleman’s pursuit and a scoundrel’s seductive
            charm . . . Why, just think of how much more prepared it would make us.”
         

         
         “If you were any more prepared, you’d be a fortune-teller.” Ellie laughed. “But how do you propose to come by this information, oh
            scholar of the ages?”
         

         
         “It will have to be the three of us. Or rather, just the two of us, since Winnie will be married in a week and then on her
            wedding trip.”
         

         
         “I’m not taking a wedding trip,” she announced, feeling another suffocating pinch inside her lungs. Only this time, it wasn’t
            from the corset. “Mr. Woodbine wishes to buy a grand house as soon as my dowry fills his coffers. Therefore, you can certainly
            rely on me to do my part for the primer.”
         

         
         Jane tilted her head in speculation. “Doesn’t he already own a townhouse?”

         
         “Yes, but we both agree that keeping separate residences is more the thing. After all, my parents live on completely separate
            floors, so it’s as if they are in different houses. The practice works swimmingly for them.”
         

         
         Trying to appear unaffected, she turned away and made a show of taking the letter back to the escritoire.

         
         “Is that truly the life you want?” Ellie asked.
         

         
         “Well, I’m hardly inclined to hang on Mr. Woodbine’s waistcoat like a golden watch fob. Let him keep his house and his mistress
            while I enjoy freedom for the first time in my life.”
         

         
         “Freedom is the key word in your little speech,” Jane said as she rose from the settee.
         

         
         Then, in a blur of sprigged muslin, her sprite-like form darted across the room to the open doorway. After a quick peek into
            the hall, she closed the pair of white glazed doors, then went about rummaging through her reticule once more.
         

         
         Confused, Winnifred looked to Ellie, who shrugged but quickly averted her gaze as if there were certain goings-on that they
            didn’t want to tell her.
         

         
         “Ah-ha!” Jane said with triumph. Pulling out a metronome, she placed it on the floor and set it to a quick meter.

         
         “Do you have a sudden urge to sing to us?” Winnifred asked.

         
         Jane took her hand and led her back to the chair. “We can’t risk anyone overhearing us.”

         
         “You’re quite right,” Ellie agreed with a stern nod. “Our plan is too important to risk being thwarted by eavesdroppers.”

         
         Winnifred looked from one friend to the other, suddenly wary. “Plan? What plan?”

         
         Jane absently sat on the table, her expression set. Resolute. “To free you from marrying Mr. Woodbine. He—”

         
         “Doesn’t deserve you,” Ellie interjected, her fist raised.

         
         “—has proven himself to be deaf to any desire of yours. Do you truly want to marry—”

         
         “A pompous stuffed shirt who cannot see past your fortune?”

         
         “Ellie, please,” Jane said with a pointed stare. “I have practiced this speech all morning. We’ll never get past page one
            at this rate.”
         

         
         “Then, just skip to the page where Winnifred dashes out of the church on the morning of her wedding and escapes in your cousin’s
            carriage.”
         

         
         “Whot?”

         
         “Now you’ve done it. Winnie needs to be eased into these things and you’ve skipped directly to page three.” Demonstrating,
            Jane withdrew folded papers from the infamous reticule, shuffling past the first and second pages before pointing to a sketch
            on the third.
         

         
         It depicted a rudimentary drawing of a figure in a bell-shaped gown, slipping through a church window that was engulfed in . . .
            “Are those flames coming out of the window? Surely your plan isn’t to set the church on fire?”
         

         
         Jane squinted at the drawing. “Those are pigeons, of course.”

         
         Winnifred looked again, unconvinced. “And on top of my head?”

         
         “Well, that’s your hair, obviously. I planned your escape to follow the release of two dozen pigeons into the church. The
            chaos that would ensue afterward would give you time to shimmy through the window. You see, I’ve broken down each component
            into stages . . .”
         

         
         “I cannot run away from my own wedding.”

         
         “Actually, you are capable of doing anything you choose,” Jane said firmly, then continued in a softer tone. “And it is your
            choice to make. This is the nineteenth century, after all.”
         

         
         “Winnie, I cannot bear the thought of you marrying a man who frowns with disapproval over everything you say and do, and who refuses to take you on a wedding trip even though you’ve been waiting your entire life to travel abroad.” After her speech,
            Ellie drew in an enviably large breath.
         

         
         The truth was, Mr. Woodbine didn’t see merit in many things that interested Winnifred. He didn’t even want to tour Hyde Park
            with her.
         

         
         She looked down at the drawing again. “But imagine the embarrassment my parents would suffer. I’ve disappointed them every
            day of my entire life, first by being born a girl and then by being not quite right in every other way. The least I could
            do as my final duty to them is to enter into my marriage without a scandal.”
         

         
         Ellie huffed. “But they aren’t marrying the odious Mr. Woodbine. You are.”
         

         
         “But to run away from my own wedding . . .”

         
         “I have considered the possible ramifications. Page four,” Jane added, tapping the blunt end of a stubby black pencil to the
            papers. “And from what I’ve determined, the worst possible outcome would be going through with the wedding. After all, since
            your father frowns upon unnecessary travels and never ventures farther from London than his country estate, I highly doubt
            he would send you away like Prue’s parents did her.”
         

         
         “No, they have other methods of showing disapproval, the primary one being silence. To give you an example, my father hasn’t
            spoken to his own sister in ten years. He barely speaks to my mother. I imagine he wouldn’t think twice about completely cutting
            me out of his life.”
         

         
         “If you ask me, your parents don’t deserve you,” Jane said. “They certainly don’t appreciate you enough. I’d like to have
            my parents adopt you. With eleven of us romping through the halls, it isn’t likely they’d even realize someone new had been
            added to the brood.”
         

         
         Ellie reached out and clasped her hand. “And my aunts love you, as well. You could live with us whenever Jane wanders off
            and loses herself in a pile of books for days.”
         

         
         Winnifred laughed softly, feeling tears prick her eyes. She was inordinately grateful to have such friends.

         
         Even so, the list of ramifications on page four terrified her. Her actions would wreak so much havoc in their lives. And,
            honestly, she couldn’t guarantee that the outcome would grant her a better life. Or a chance at love.
         

         
         She might go through all this only to discover that a man could never love her without the promise of a fortune. The last
            thing she wanted was proof of this suspicion.
         

         
         Shaking her head, she relinquished the pages. “I cannot—or rather—I will not do this.”
         

         
         There. She’d said it. A firm declaration.

         
         She waited for a sense of rightness to overtake her. A weight to lift. But that feeling never came.

         
         Instead, she felt suffocated again. In that instant, she wished her seams would rip. Her lungs needed to fill with air, to
            be unrestrained. But Mother had ordered her dresses made with double stitching and stomachers for additional confinement.
            Like a cage.
         

         
         “I understand,” Jane said solemnly. “We will always support you in whatever you choose.”

         
         Ellie wiped a tear from the corner of her own eye and forced a smile. “Well then, we’ll simply focus on our primer.”

         
         Tucking the plan into the depths of her reticule, Jane then withdrew a palm-sized ledger. “We’ll start off by listing the names of all the
            men we know and what we know of them. That will give us a splendid foundation from which to begin. Each of us will take on
            specific tasks and write chapters on the information gathered.”
         

         
         “I volunteer to ferret out whoever this wholly contemptible Lord F— could be. In addition to whatever else is needed.” Ellie sniffed.
         

         
         “Winnie, I should think you’ll be able to offer insight into what awaits a young woman on her wedding night,” Jane said with
            a scholar’s interest and not the barest blush.
         

         
         But Ellie’s cheeks flamed bright pink. “Jane! You cannot ask her about . . . that.”
         

         
         As far as complexions went, Winnifred sensed hers had turned decidedly chartreuse.

         
         “I’m sure it will be nothing but awkwardness,” she said. “Mother told me that the first night in the marriage bed is much
            like that time our carriage wheel broke and we were forced to crowd ourselves into a passing mail coach until we reached the
            country house—rather jostling, sweaty, and with someone breathing directly into your face.”
         

         
         Ellie cringed.

         
         Jane wrote furiously.

         
         And Winnifred . . . well, she didn’t want to think about it until she had to.

         
         “For my share of research, I shall ask the married set what drove them to the altar,” she offered.

         
         Yet she already knew what she’d find—an abundance of gentlemen willing to do anything for money.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Asher Holt would sell his soul for money . . . if he still had one. But that ethereal core of hope and morality had abandoned
            him years ago. Right around the time he’d started donning his signature black cravats.
         

         
         He wore the length of black silk tied around his neck to mourn the eventual death of his father. Regrettably, the Marquess
            of Shettlemane was still quite hale and doubtless infused with a fresh surge of vitality each time he practiced beggaring
            his only son.
         

         
         At this rate, he would be immortal.

         
         Yet Asher’s days of agonizing over a future in Fleet Prison for his father’s debts and schemes would soon be at an end.

         
         The chimes on the clock tolled the eleventh hour. He expelled a breath of relief when the man in the burgundy coat appeared
            at the threshold of the billiards room at White’s. The horse-toothed Lord Berryhill cast a skittish glance past the men calculating
            their angles with cue sticks in hand, and the ones hunched over chess and backgammon boards, until alighting on Asher near
            the fireplace.
         

         
         Berryhill bobbled his head in a nod and trotted over. Sinking with stiff trepidation onto the opposite chair, he nudged a
            newspaper across the polished table and whispered, “It’s all there.”
         

         
         Like any worthy Captain Sharp, Asher surreptitiously slipped two fingers into the folds and tucked the money up his sleeve.

         
         “Aren’t you going to count it?” Berryhill gulped and tugged at his snowy cravat, his knee bouncing like a piston in a Watt
            condensing engine at full boil. The man was a veritable cornucopia of twitches.
         

         
         Asher could have won a fortune from him if they’d played cards.

         
         He offered a half shrug in his usual aloof manner, smoothing the newspaper to read it. “I trust it’s there.”

         
         Though, in truth, Asher had counted the money. While some lads were taught philosophy and religion at their father’s knee, he had learned gambling and
            greed. A lifetime of training had taught him how to discern one note from the next with a mere flick of his thumb. Even with
            a folded stack.
         

         
         And by the jaded age of six, he knew never to trust another soul when money was on the line. Especially not his father.

         
         Berryhill joggled to the edge of his chair and mopped his brow, looking more eager to bolt than the horses on the paddock
            earlier. “You’re a good man, Holt. Better than I thought, at any rate. I’d never wagered before and when my rider lost, I’d
            worried that you’d try to extort more money by threatening to tell my mother, or something of that sort. Indeed, everyone
            knows that your father’s a cheat and a charlatan and never honors his . . . um . . . well . . .”
         

         
         As he spoke, Asher coolly appraised the chinless lord over the top of the paper until his words sputtered to a halt. Berryhill’s
            cheeks suddenly infused with the eponymous colors of purple and green. Then he stood, anxiously wiping his palms down his
            coat.
         

         
         His comments were accurate, if not understated. Nothing compared to having firsthand experience with the Marquess of Shettlemane
            at his most greedy and depraved.
         

         
         Even so, it was bad form to go around insulting another man’s father.

         
         “If I could offer a bit of advice,” Holt said before this pompous little pony could dash away.

         
         Berryhill’s eyes widened with alarm. “I meant no slight.”

         
         “Then perhaps, when you hear a nervous ramble spewing from your own lips, simply excuse yourself from the table. It will save
            you any future regrets.”
         

         
         Berryhill swallowed, making a slurping sound through his overbite. With a shaky hand, he tipped his hat. Then he set off at
            a trot toward the nearest exit.
         

         
         Asher expelled a hard breath of irritation and self-loathing. He didn’t like to dole out threats—that was too much like something
            his father would do.
         

         
         Yet if everything went to plan, he’d never need to wager or demean himself for money again.

         
         If everything went to plan, he and his two associates were going to be as rich as Croesus. But only if he fulfilled his part
            of the bargain. And he was cutting it close because the ship sailed tomorrow.
         

         
         Winning the wager against Berryhill had finally given him the money he required. Asher had made other wagers as well, keeping
            his gaming even more secret than usual. He couldn’t risk word spreading.
         

         
         His father had a knack for sniffing out every last farthing in his vicinity, then spending it on any passing fancy. Shettlemane
            would lie, cheat and steal to satisfy his insatiable greed. Concoct elaborate stories to excuse his behavior. Destroy lives
            without a backward glance. And whenever he found himself facing the consequences of his maniacal spending, he’d throw Asher
            into the fire, forcing him to make things right again.
         

         
         Not any longer, Asher thought, a kindling of hope sparking for the first time since he was a child.
         

         
         Tomorrow, he was sailing away from his father and toward the grandest opportunity he’d ever encountered. This venture would
            gain Asher a fortune enough for ten lifetimes, and ensure that he’d never again concede to his father’s unrelenting demands.
         

         
         Of course, when he’d first learned of the scheme, Asher had laughed at his friends. The Hollander twins—or One and Two, as
            they were known—were immature dunderpolls of the first order. Therefore, it couldn’t have been possible that they’d stumbled
            upon a bona fide treasure map, hidden in the walls of the hunting lodge they’d purchased.
         

         
         Asher had reluctantly agreed to help research the validity of a tiny seal-shaped island on the outer reaches of the Caribbean
            Sea. He was ready to call it an elaborate farce. After all, only children believed in tales of buried treasure. He ought to
            know, since he’d been one of them.
         

         
         Someday, Asher, his mother had often whispered as she tucked him in at night. Someday, the two of us are going to sail away on a treasure ship and start a whole new life, full of adventure.

         
         Yet after months of pouring over maps and charts and letters and logs with a cynical eye, he made an uncanny discovery. The
            Hollanders’ new hunting lodge had once belonged to an infamous privateer, Roderick Devine. Rumor had it that Devine’s spoils
            on the high seas were so prodigious—and seldom shared with the crown—that his letter of marque was revoked. Then, before he
            could be hanged for his offenses, he’d disappeared. And that was the last anyone had heard from him until his reported death.
         

         
         As much as Asher wanted to refute his findings, he couldn’t. Astonishingly enough, the existence of the treasure was entirely
            plausible.
         

         
         At the news, the twins were full of gunpowder, ready to set off that instant and hire a crew to sail to the West Indies. They’d
            begged him to join the expedition.
         

         
         Asher knew too well how money could destroy the closest of bonds between people. Aside from those two and Viscount Ellery,
            Asher didn’t have many true friends he could rely upon. While One and Two might very well possess the mental acuity of a mayfly,
            they had loyalty in abundance—a commodity too precious to risk losing.
         

         
         Yet, thinking of how impulsive they were, imagining them trusting the wrong sort and ending up with their throats cut by an
            unruly crew of miscreants, Asher had agreed. But he would put up an equal share for the venture. In his mind, an equal partnership
            was the only way to ensure their friendship remained intact.
         

         
         That decision had led him here.

         
         Easing into the wingback chair, Asher snapped the paper wide, listening to the muted rattle of dice, the clack of billiard
            balls, and low murmurs of conversation. Since this would be the last day he’d spend at White’s—or on land—for some time, he
            felt like savoring the moment.
         

         
         Skimming over the latest society gossip in black and white, his attention was snared by the words heiress and vulgar dowry. Apparently, there was to be a wedding in three days and a certain Mr. W— was about to become inordinately wealthy.
         

         
         Asher had tried the occupation of the heiress-marrying noble, but it hadn’t come to fruition. The heiresses he’d met had never
            possessed dowries vulgar enough to rid him of the burden that would befall him upon his father’s death. The Shettlemane title
            was nothing more than a heap of debt and shame, growing larger by the hour.
         

         
         But one day soon, he would return as a man who could hold his head high.

         
         Yes, indeed. It finally looked like his life was on the right—

         
         Suddenly, a shadow fell across his shoulder, blotting out the light on the page. The flesh on his scalp tightened and a shiver
            snaked down his spine.
         

         
         Damn it all to hell.

         
         A long-fingered hand bearing the Marquess of Shettlemane’s signet ring smacked down on the table. “There’s my boy, the ole
            devil’s spawn himself.”
         

         
         “Father.” The sound of bone grinding against bone filled Asher’s ears. He made a concerted effort to loosen his jaw as he
            continued to study the paper.
         

         
         The marquess took the silence as an invitation to occupy the spot that Berryhill had vacated and made himself comfortable.

         
         The years had been kinder to him than he deserved. Such a degenerate, compulsive liar and cheat ought to look the part, at
            least. But instead, he presented a fine figure—still trim and straight-backed into his sixty-third year—and with a head full
            of black hair liberally woven with silver. His appearance was even respectable in his starched white cravat and tailored blue
            coat. Yet if one peered closely, beyond the distinguished angular features, then one would see a hunched, gnarled and soulless
            creature with keen, greedy eyes lurking in the shadows.
         

         
         “Hmm . . .” his father murmured, fingers steepled. “Chair’s still warm.”

         
         Asher turned the page over. “Likely due to its proximity to the fireplace.”

         
         “Or you had a visitor. A chat with a wealthy friend, perhaps? Come to think of it, I saw you wearing a sly grin when I first
            entered the room. A man only looks like that for two reasons—women and money. And since I haven’t heard of you strutting about
            with any heiresses of late, I’d say you’ve got a bit of shine in your pocket.”
         

         
         “Though the concept may be unfamiliar to you, men often smile when they find something amusing. Perhaps even when reading
            it in the paper.”
         

         
         “Do you know what I find amusing?”

         
         “Titled nobility with money in the vault? Accounting ledgers with more credits than deficits?”

         
         The marquess snorted in derision. “What about a black-cravat-wearing son who thinks he can fool his father?”

         
         Knowing how much the marquess detested the garment tied around his neck, Asher made sure to lift his chin, providing him a
            better view.
         

         
         “So, if the seat’s still warm,” Shettlemane continued like a bloodhound at a fox den, “and the only one leaving the club when
            I was coming in was that rich fop Berryhill, then I speculate he was the one sitting here. Had a nervous look about him, too.
            And considering what I heard about a race against a Cheshire stallion and one of Knightswold’s Thoroughbreds, I imagine you’ve
            won about a hundred pounds. Perhaps even two.”
         

         
         With practiced calm, Asher met his father’s gaze. “There couldn’t have been a wager because no one is fool enough to put their
            coin against Knightswold’s stock.”
         

         
         Except for the pigeon Berryhill, of course. It was what Asher had been counting on.

         
         “I can smell the money on you, boy,” his father said with a bark of laughter, earning a few coughs and sideways glances from
            the other gentlemen in the room.
         

         
         Asher lowered the paper and said sotto voce, “You’re making a spectacle.”
         

         
         The marquess flashed his famous smile around. “Simply having a chat with my ne’er-do-well. A father’s duty is never done.”

         
         But when he turned back to Asher, the smile twisted at the corners. A wild gleam pulsed in his gaze. “Come now, give it over.
            I’m to dine with Lord and Lady Fenquist this evening. There’ll be cards afterward and I could use a spotter.”
         

         
         Pretending he hadn’t heard, Asher laid down the paper and pointed to a notice. “It says here that Lord Englebright finds himself
            at Fleet. Perhaps you could pay him a visit. After all, it was your last wager that laid him flat and set the creditors on
            his heels.”
         

         
         “Couldn’t be helped. The truth is, I’m in a bit of a bind,” he said with frank solemnity, doubtless hoping for an understanding
            ear. “Had to borrow a small sum—insignificant, really—from Lord Seabrooke. In return for all our years of friendship, the
            blighter threatened to set a couple of lads on me. Doesn’t believe I’m good for the debt.”
         

         
         “Imagine that.”

         
         “Well, I said to him, ‘I pay my debts, and if I can’t, then my boy will make it right. He always does.’ After that, Seabrooke
            agreed that the loan would change hands to your name if I am unable to pay him by Wednesday. And since you won’t spot me . . .
            Well then, it’ll be on your head, won’t it?”
         

         
         Asher glared at him, incredulous. This wasn’t the first time he’d been embroiled in one of his father’s outrageous cockups.
            Not even close.
         

         
         Splaying his hands on the table, he stood and leaned in, growling beneath his breath, “I cannot come to your aid this time.
            There’s nothing left of mine, or my late mother’s, to sell—you’ve made sure of that.”
         

         
         “There’s still Ashbrook Cottage.”

         
         Asher’s only home. His father had been trying to manipulate the trustees to release the deed of the property, which had been
            part of his mother’s dowry, for as long as Asher could remember. Clearly, he wouldn’t be satisfied until every last remnant
            of her was gone.
         

         
         “Isn’t it enough that you’ve already looted the cottage, stripped every room bare of her cherished heirlooms and furnishings?
            Or do you feel compelled to put her final resting place in the hands of strangers over a game of cards? At least I can be
            grateful that my grandfather saw fit to put the estate in trust before you married. He knew what you were. I only wish she
            had seen the truth as well.”
         

         
         The marquess sneered. “Then you wouldn’t be here at all, my boy.”

         
         Asher took that as an invitation. He walked away, glad he’d be leaving this nightmare in the morning.

         
         Thankfully, his father wasn’t desperate enough to chase after him. Likely he was already moving on to someone else to charm
            a pound or two out of.
         

         
         It felt good to step out of White’s and onto the pavement. He took a deep breath of London’s fetid night air, the rain-slicked
            streets clamoring with rabble-rousers and partygoers. Already his steps felt lighter as he headed in the direction of the
            Hollander townhouse.
         

         
         Until recently, Asher had kept his own flat of rooms on Brook Street, but he’d given it up to save funds for his journey abroad.
            And he was looking forward to a change of scenery. To a new life.
         

         
         Great opportunities came once in a man’s lifetime. He wasn’t about to squander his.

         
         A carriage rolled up beside him and a dainty hand flitted out the window, hailing him with a wave of a lace kerchief.

         
         Speaking of opportunity . . .

         
         He paused his stride as they rolled to a stop, thinking that he wouldn’t mind spending a few hours of oblivion between the
            thighs of a comely woman. A proper send-off.
         

         
         “My good sir, would you consider yourself more of a gentleman or a scoundrel?” a feminine voice asked from within the shadowed
            interior.
         

         
         Interest piqued, he grinned and strolled closer. “Under the proper circumstances, any man can admit to being a bit of both.”

         
         A soft laugh answered, and a different voice spoke. “I think only a scoundrel would make such a claim. And there is something
            in those devilishly dark eyes of his. Don’t you think so, Jane?”
         

         
         Two women in the carriage, then? His night was looking better and better.

         
         “Hush now. There’s no need for names when we only require him for our study.”

         
         A pair of bluestockings, apparently. This could be interesting. “The last scholar who’d required me for study took me to her flat above a bookstore in order to research a private collection of erotic etchings. A fine week spent, as
            I recall.”
         

         
         Gasps answered from within and he playfully arched his brow, taking another step closer to stand in front of the door. All
            he required was an invitation inside the carriage.
         

         
         Then a low chuckle—decidedly not feminine—gave him pause. Proper send-off or not, even he drew the line somewhere.
         

         
         “Cousin, I wish you wouldn’t laugh. This is serious. As I explained before, we need him for our book.”

         
         Squinting to peer inside, he saw the silhouettes of two slender forms on one side and the hulking figure of a man on the other.
            “What’s all this about, then?”
         

         
         A plain, fresh-faced young debutante peered out the lowered window. “You see, we are writing a primer—”

         
         “On the marriage habits of the native aristocrat,” the dark-haired young woman interrupted, leaning forward.

         
         “—and we need a scoundrel’s point of view.”

         
         Asher jerked a nod toward the man on the bench across from them. “Why not ask him?”

         
         “My cousin is neither gentleman nor scoundrel and, as far as I’m aware, has no intention of marrying.”

         
         At the mention of marriage and seeing the naivety in their countenances, Asher wanted nothing more to do with them. He would
            find his amusements elsewhere this evening.
         

         
         “Alas, I have another engagement at present. My best wishes on the future success of your book, ladies.” He touched two fingers
            to the brim of his hat.
         

         
         “Drat! He’s truly leaving us. Jane, do something.”
         

         
         “Cousin, I know you are expected by your employer, but will you not come to our aid and persuade this gentleman to linger
            a moment longer?”
         

         
         There was no answer from within. And no warning either.

         
         The carriage door opened before Asher could move out of the way and he was knocked aside, as if a ham-sized fist had connected
            with his jaw.
         

         
         Then everything went dark.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The instant Winnifred’s hackney arrived at the mysterious Southwark address, she felt an ominous shiver. In the chary glimmer
            of a single streetlamp, the narrow house seemed to lurch toward the street. Windows listed to the side in slanted frames,
            the wooden exterior buckling in the places where it hadn’t yet rotted, and the whole of it was the unsettling color of creosote.
         

         
         Surely this couldn’t be correct.

         
         But then a familiar face emerged through the opened door. Holding on to the hood of her cloak, Ellie looked left and then
            right before waving her hand impatiently. “Come quick, Winnie.”
         

         
         Both alarmed and curious by all the subterfuge, she did just that. Hopping down to the pavement without the step, she bade
            the driver to wait.
         

         
         Entering the dim interior of the house behind Ellie, she saw Jane in the small musty foyer, holding a lit taper in a tarnished
            brass chamberstick. “I wasn’t certain you’d come. It was, after all, your parents’ dinner party.”
         

         
         “Of course I came. You wrote that it was a matter of great urgency. I stole away after whispering to Father that I had a headache. And I’m certain Mother was glad that I excused myself before
            the syllabub was served. But tell me why the two of you never arrived, and why we’re all standing inside this ruin, of all
            places?”
         

         
         Winnifred took in her surroundings. The meager light flickered over the rubble of fallen horsehair plaster on the floor, great
            fissures in the wall exposing the lath, and tilted doorways that seemed an instant away from collapsing like a fan snapping
            shut in dismissal. The vision did nothing to ease her disquiet.
         

         
         “We were on our way, if that makes a difference,” Ellie said with a nervous glance back toward a darkened doorway.

         
         Jane cleared her throat. “Before I explain, allow me to preface it by telling you that I never intended for this to happen.”

         
         “You said that the time you attempted to make your own gunpowder,” Winnifred added, feeling the continuous wave of dread that
            had been rolling through her since she’d first received the missive. As they started to walk toward the next room, she carefully
            studied the flame wavering over Jane’s countenance. “Well, I’m grateful that your eyebrows are still intact this time.”
         

         
         “I didn’t incinerate anything.”

         
         “It’s much worse,” Ellie lamented, shaking her head. “A small explosion would be lovely compared to this.”

         
         “What could possibly be worse than—”

         
         Winnifred stopped short on a gasp as they entered the dingy parlor, her gaze alighting on a solitary figure. Tied to a chair!

         
         “Tell me you found him that way and are in the process of a grand rescue.”

         
         A trio of thick ropes bound his lean torso to the spindleback. With his arms behind him, his gray herringbone coat parted
            to reveal a tailored silver satin waistcoat that drew into tight horizontal furrows each time he took a breath. He sat with
            his trouser-clad legs sprawled scandalously wide, though it was likely to accommodate their length as they were long, tautly
            muscled, and bound at the ankle. And though he didn’t utter a sound, he emanated a keen alertness—and likely fury—in the rigid
            set of his broad shoulders.
         

         
         “In my own defense, I only wanted to speak with him,” Jane said in a rush, nearly guttering the candle.

         
         Ellie nodded in agreement and wrung her hands. “The rest was simply an accident.”

         
         “Oh? He just happened to fall backward onto a chair and a pile of rope that tangled his hands behind his back? And, let me guess, the wind blew that sack over his head and neck?”
         

         
         “Well, that took a bit of doing actually,” Jane offered, then proceeded to gesture from the chair to the door as if she intended
            to explain it all in detail. “You see . . .”
         

         
         Winnifred stopped her before she could. “Who is he?”

         
         “Haven’t a clue.” Ellie shrugged.

         
         “It was dark,” Jane said. “Besides, we weren’t interested in his name, only his information. One minute we were speaking with
            this man and the next—”
         

         
         “Flat on the pavement.” Ellie added a single clap of her gloved hands for effect.

         
         “When he started to walk away, I only asked my cousin to intervene. I never imagined a carriage door, opened without even
            a modicum of malicious intent, could cause such calamity. Of course, I blame the lamppost that struck him the second time.
            But when I saw him lying there, and with our book still turning in my thoughts—”
         

         
         “You know how single-minded Jane can be.”

         
         “—a sudden brilliant notion overtook me. I mean, there we were with a scoundrel at our disposal. We couldn’t just waste an
            opportunity and leave him to the elements.”
         

         
         Winnifred wondered if she was the only sane one among her friends. “You’re speaking as though you expected insects to carry
            him away, or for the rain to dissolve him. He’s a man, not marzipan!”
         

         
         “Precisely why I summoned you. Now that we have him, I don’t know how to get rid of him.”

         
         “Can we not simply . . . put him back where you found him?”

         
         “I’d thought of that,” Jane said, then pointed an accusatory finger at Ellie. “But she refuses to permit me to give him laudanum so that he’ll be asleep when we remove the ligatures. It is, after all, the obvious
            solution.”
         

         
         “You’ve already kidnapped him . . . and you were hoping to drug him as well?” Winnifred huffed. In fact, she was starting
            to hyperventilate. Light-headed, she imagined that it would be just her luck to die as a disappointment to her parents, suffocated
            by her own corset, dropping dead at the feet of the strange man tied to a chair in Southwark. “I cannot . . . afford to be . . .
            embroiled in a scandal. For heaven’s sake, I’m getting . . . married. Wednesday! The
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