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“What we really need is a virgin.”

Nicholas Pryce, Viscount Somerton, tossed out the comment as easily as he discarded the seven of clubs in his hand. Through a haze of alcohol fumes, he watched the card skid across the perfectly polished surface of the mahogany table that had been delivered from G. and R. Gillow & Co. only that morning, so intent on his game, he did not notice the sudden silence that fell over the small but fashionable assembly.

Nick took another drink and waited for Arthur Hexam, who was seated next to him, to play a card. Only when Hexam failed to do so did Nick bother to look up.

He found Hexam staring at him, his eyes red, his gaze slightly out of focus, his mouth agape. A quick look around told him Hexam wasn’t the only fellow struck speechless by the offhand remark.

Across the room, the billiards game came to an abrupt and unceremonious halt. Roger Palliston, whose turn it was to shoot, missed the ivory cue ball completely. His stick scraped the wool table covering and Nick heard the ominous sound of tearing cloth.

“Damn!” Palliston swore under his breath and slapped his stick against the table, but there was no sign of annoyance in his expression, and certainly no trace of guilt. When he spun toward Nick, Palliston’s bleary eyes were lit with unabashed admiration.

Near the tall French windows that overlooked the gardens of Somerton House, Deware Clifton, the young Duke of Latimer, had been part and parcel of a raucous discussion of the problem at hand. How he’d managed to hear Nick over the din was quite as much a mystery as how he was able to keep on his feet after the quantity of spirits he’d consumed. Latimer raised one unsteady hand, signaling for silence, and even before the echo of Nick’s suggestion faded against the crystal chandeliers and the damask draperies, he turned his gaze in Nick’s direction.

So did every other fellow in the room.

Nick was as surprised as they were by the words that had tumbled from his mouth, but he wasn’t about to admit it. He was foxed enough to think himself quite the genius, and canny enough to take full credit for the notion even though he had no idea where it might have come from. As pleased with himself as he was with the turn of events, he finished the claret in his glass and signaled to Newbury for another. He looked from Latimer to Palliston, and from Palliston to Hexam, and from Hexam to the other stylish and in-the-altitudes young bucks who lounged around the room, and if his own hospitality had not been so generous and his own cellar not so well stocked, the scene might not have spun before his eyes quite as much as it did.

“Well, what do you think?” Nick looked from man to man. “It seems a simple enough solution.”

“Simple?” Palliston, whose visage was usually florid, was so little able to contain himself that he was more flushed than ever. He hurried across the room to clap Nick on the shoulder. “It’s positively marvelous! Better than marvelous. It’s bloody brilliant!”

“They won’t be expecting it, that’s for certain,” Hexam added on the end of a loud hiccup.

“A virgin?” Bracing himself against the wall, Latimer repeated the word as if he wasn’t quite sure what it meant, and from what Nick knew of the lad, he could well imagine that he did not. “It’s an interesting suggestion, to be sure.” Latimer burped. “But does it qualify? What I mean is, we have to through this think…think this through. We wouldn’t want to be disqualified on a techi…techni…cality. Will it satisfy the Blades?”

Nick raked his fingers through his close-cropped, honey-colored hair. “Damn the Blades!” he said. “I refuse to let them best us.”

“Not like last time.”

Nick wasn’t sure who’d ventured the comment, but when every other man in the room chuckled, he could hardly help himself. He had to laugh, too. It was a fault he had. He had the singular ability to remember his humiliations better than most and along with the rest of the ton, he had the capacity to laugh at them.

Even if he didn’t, he knew these fellows, who called themselves the Dashers, would hardly let him forget. At the time of the incident, the Dashers were in the midst of a long and delightful house party at the country home of the Duke of Weyne. They weren’t the only guests, of course. Also present were members of the Blades, a group of friendly but determined rivals. Not one, but any number of them—men of impeccable character and incontestable honesty—assured Nick that a particularly appealing and eager young widow would be spending the night in a certain room. Her window, they told him, would be unlocked.

As far as Nick could remember—and thankfully, he was too cup-shot, now and then, to remember too much—he was as anxious to deepen his acquaintance with the lady as she was to encourage his attentions. She had told him as much with a fluttering look before dinner and a casual comment or two afterward. She had more than hinted at it later in the evening when she retired for the night, brushing so close to him on her way out of the room that he could feel every delicious curve of her body against his.

Damn him for an idiot, but he never questioned her motives.

When he climbed through the window of said lady’s room, buck naked and as randy as a rabbit, it was only to find every last member of the Blades there waiting for him, laughing like loons at the success of their ruse.

The Dashers and the Blades were sworn to secrecy as to the identity of the unfortunate wretch who’d made such an extraordinary gudgeon of himself that night, of course. But as it always did, word of the escapade traveled through the Society in seven league boots. More often than not these days when Nick walked into a room, the men looked at him with a mixture of pity and awe and the women twittered behind their fans and blushed mightily.

Setting aside the stinging memory, Nick slapped the arms of his chair and stood, and when the room tipped slightly, he leaned against the table to steady it. “You may laugh, gentlemen, but I will not let the Blades get the better of us. Not this time. Newbury!” He looked toward his butler who, having anticipated his master’s wishes, stood at his elbow, a silver tray in his hands. There was a single folded piece of paper on the tray and nodding his thanks, Nick reached for it.

He shook open the paper. “Shall I read the challenge again?” Nick forced his eyes to focus and read through the dispatch that had been delivered to his home no more than two hours earlier.

“It bears today’s date, March 28, 1816, and is signed…” Holding the message at arm’s length, he squinted. “It is signed, ‘Respectfully, the Blades.’”

“We know all that!” Latimer waved away the formalities. “Get to the meat of the thing, man. Exactly what does the challenge say? Will this idea of yours satisfy their requirements?”

Nick cleared his throat. “It says…‘To those who call themselves the Dashers, Gentlemen: You are hereby issued a challenge to commence upon receipt of this message and to be fulfilled at midnight this night.’”

Instinctively, Nick checked the tall floor clock that stood in one corner of the room. It was only a bit after eight and reassured, he went on. “‘Knowing that it is your custom to meet at Somerton House on Thursday of each week and this being Thursday, we challenge the Dashers to produce at said meeting place and at exactly midnight, something so singular and extraordinary as to astound and amaze us. We will be bringing something particularly remarkable ourselves, gentlemen, and we invite you—if you are able and clever enough to do it—to eclipse our offering. Upon producing such object, you do hereby agree that the group that presents the most unique and surprising item will receive from the other one thousand pounds to be paid immediately.’”

Reading so much made a man’s throat remarkably dry, and while the import of the message settled in, Nick took another drink and glanced around the room. “I think you’ll agree, my initial proposal is not only suitable but deucedly clever. They challenge us to produce something unique. Something odd and unusual. Something the likes of which neither the Dashers nor the Blades have seen in a good long while. Gentlemen, I do believe there is only one solution. What we really need is a virgin.”

A cheer went up. Nick’s back was thumped, his hand, shaken. He accepted the accolades in stride, smiling and nodding. After all, it was a hell of a plan. Nick knew it and so did the other Dashers. It was a scheme that was certain to confound the Blades no end, and as such, it deserved to be toasted.

Nick called for drinks all around and once Newbury had refilled the glasses, he raised his own glass and waited for silence.

“Then it is settled.” He looked from each of his chums to the other, his chest puffed with pride inside his white waistcoat. “Tonight, finally, we shall have our revenge.”

“If we can find a virgin.”

His glass halfway to his mouth, Nick paused. It was Hexam who had spoken and Nick looked at him in wonder. Hexam was hardly older than Nick’s thirty years, but his hair was nearly gone. He rubbed one pudgy hand across his balding pate. “Do you know one?” he asked Nick before he looked at their companions. “Do any of you? For I can tell you, I am certain I do not.”

The reality of the situation dawned and the mood in the room plummeted. Young gentlemen of their station and fortune were not supposed to know virgins, at least not until they were willing to go shopping at the marriage mart.

They knew the ladies of the Polite World who married for money, provided their husbands with heirs, then went through a series of lovers to amuse themselves and while away the boring hours between social calls.

They knew the Cyprians who plied their trade in the better houses near Regent Street.

They knew the charming actresses at Covent Garden and Drury Lane and the delightful and quite accommodating opera dancers. They knew the prettiest of the orange girls who sold their fruit—and sometimes themselves—out in the streets, and any number of ladybirds.

Not one of them knew a virgin.

It was a singularly devilish problem.

“There has to be someone.” Nick’s voice was tinged with exasperation. “Palliston, what about that pretty housemaid at your mother’s home on Great Stanhope Street? Not the dark-haired one with the hearty smile. The other one. You know, the yellow-haired beauty with that little skip to her step that makes her hips sway so delectably.”

“Too late for that one.” Palliston hardly looked contrite, but he did, at least, have the decency to look embarrassed. His cheeks shot through with color. “Too late for both of them, I’m afraid.”

“But the Blades don’t have to know that.”

The unlikely proposition came from Julius Monteford, a young fellow new to the Dashers. The man came highly recommended by Latimer and it was only that connection that kept Nick from crossing the room to dislodge the smug grin from Monteford’s face.

Every man in the room saw the danger. Except for Monteford. Monteford went on smiling broadly, remarkably pleased with himself for having thought of so clever a scheme.

At Nick’s right, Hexam held his breath. At his left, Palliston locked his knees and curled his hands into fists, ready to come to Nick’s aid if the need should arise, even though he recognized as surely as Nick did, that no man in the room was unscrupulous enough to give the plan a second thought.

No man but Monteford.

Holding on to the thought as surely as he held tight to his temper, Nick strolled over to where Monteford stood. “That would hardly be honorable,” he reminded the fellow, his teeth clenched around a smile that would have been warning enough had Monteford known him better. “We may be a high-spirited bunch, Monteford. We may even be a bit mad. But we are not dishonorable, and if you think we are, or if you yourself are, I would suggest that you find someone else’s claret to drink and someone else’s fire to warm your arse.”

His warning delivered, Nick spun around and raised his voice, his anger skillfully concealed behind his usual good humor. “No. We need a woman whose virtue is unquestionable. I know you all agree.” He tossed Monteford a final look. “There’s my cousin, Lynnette, of course. She’s always in for a lark. But she is off in Bath and damn!” Nick grumbled, slapping one hand against his buff-colored, doeskin trousers. “I cannot think of another one.”

He did a turn around the room, sipping his drink while he pondered the problem with a clarity that could only be attributed to the excellence and the amount of the spirits he’d ingested. After a full five minutes, he had to admit that he was completely flummoxed. As were his companions. Just when it seemed all hope was gone, Latimer spoke up.

“There is my sister, Beatrice,” the young duke said, his nose twitching the way it always did when he thought himself decidedly resourceful. “We could ask her. She’s a bit bird-witted, but she is a good sort and may be willing to go along with the plan.”

Nick was nothing if not tactful. It was inbred. Tact. Diplomacy. Discretion. They were qualities the English valued in their aristocracy, and along with Greek, Latin and a smattering of fashionable French, they had been drilled into him all the while he was growing up. They were qualities that had served him well any number of times in any number of situations. Qualities that had charmed his betters, delighted his peers and sometimes astonished his friends.

But even he was not adept enough to listen to Latimer’s suggestion and not react. He gagged on his drink. “Beatrice!” Nick coughed out the name and, try as he might to be circumspect, he could not help but notice that he was not the only man in the room who met the suggestion with raised eyebrows. Even if Latimer did not realize the truth about his sister, the rest of them knew about Beatrice. If not from gossip, then surely from experience.

Nick scrambled to salvage the moment as well as the young lady’s reputation. At least in the eyes of her brother. “Beatrice is a diamond of the first water, but surely we cannot bother her with so foolish a scheme.”

“That’s right,” Palliston chimed in, coming to Nick’s aid. “Besides, she is off to some concert or another with my younger brother tonight,” and when he added “Lucky devil” under his breath, it was for Nick’s ears alone.

“Then it seems we have no choice.” Sighing, Latimer slumped against the wall. “We shall simply have to park ourselves here until we come up with another idea. That, or pay the Blades a mountain of guineas.”

“Park.” The word sparked something inside Nick’s brain but, damn him, he could not think what it might be. He mumbled it, trying to put together the pieces of the curious puzzle, and it wasn’t until he’d said the word a dozen or more times that the significance of it hit him full force.

“Park!” Nick laughed. “That’s it. Park. Hyde Park!”

The other Dashers looked at him as if he were mad, and Nick could hardly blame them. Reining in his excitement, he tried his best to explain.

“I crossed Hyde Park this afternoon,” he said, so pleased with himself, he could not keep from toasting his own cleverness. “And I came upon a crowd gathered around a preacher. Hannibal Something-or-Another. Culligan…Culter…Cul—”

“Culpepper!” Palliston stepped forward, beaming. “That’s the fellow’s name. Reverend Hannibal Culpepper. Famous in his own way. One of those bombastic old goats who believes no one is right unless they think the way he does. He’s taken it upon himself to convert the world from its wicked ways!” As if to prove those ways were alive and well, at least in the confines of Somerton House, Palliston raised his glass in silent salute to the aforementioned man of the cloth. “He operates missions, or so I’m told. In India or some such place. My aunt Agatha is enamored of the man. Says he’ll lead us all to salvation, of which I say, I most assuredly hope not.”

“You’re not suggesting that we ask the good Reverend Culpepper to provide us with a virgin, are you?” Latimer asked, his tone of voice as droll as the roll of his eyes. “I for one hardly think he’d be of much help.”

“More help than you imagine.” Warming to the idea, Nick went on. “When I came upon him, Culpepper was preaching to a sizable crowd and what’s more to the point, he had his entire family with him. He introduced them one by one. A whole flock of Culpeppers, large and small.”

“That leaves out Mrs. Culpepper!” Hexam observed with a laugh.

“It does, indeed,” Nick agreed. “Though now that you mention it, I did not see a Mrs. Culpepper. Nonetheless, it does not leave out the reverend’s daughter.”

He had the interest of the Dashers now, even Latimer, and Nick knew it. They gathered around him, eager to hear more.

“From what I could tell, the daughter is the oldest of the lot,” he explained, casting his mind back to the afternoon. “Her name is Wilhelmina, if memory serves me right, and she stood behind her father like one of those gargoyles you might see atop a church. Stone-faced and as somber as hell. Stiff as a poker and as righteous-looking as any three country curates. She was dressed as if for a funeral. All black and dreary. Sleeves down to here.” Nick indicated the middle of his hand. “Neckline up to here.” He tapped one finger against a neckcloth he could have sworn had not hung so loose earlier in the evening.

“It was gloomy, you remember, but even if the sun had been shining like a sovereign, she would have looked like a thundercloud.” Recalling the young lady’s expression, Nick shivered.

“She was a pretty enough bit of baggage,” he admitted, realizing for the first time that he’d thought as much the moment he saw her. “Ginger-haired, if the bit of a curl that escaped from her plain-as-ashes poke bonnet meant anything. Gray-eyed. All the right curves in all the right places, it seems, though it took some imagination to picture them beneath the shapeless mantle she wore.” He quirked his eyebrows, confessing with a look that just as they all would have done when confronted with a woman of even limited appeal, he had done his level best to picture what might lie beneath the yards of black cloth.

“But curves or no curves, eyes like starlight or not, she was a perfect Devil’s daughter, I can tell you that much. Icy as the Thames two winters past. Unbending as the stoutest willow. Surely there isn’t a man who could get within ten feet of her and live to tell the story.” Nick thumped his fist against the table. “I’m certain of it! If ever there was a virgin in all of London, it is Wilhelmina Culpepper!”

The Dashers cheered and might have gone on saluting Nick’s brilliance had not Monteford waved his hands, calling for silence.

“That’s all well and good,” the newest of the Dashers proclaimed. “But I don’t see how it helps us.”

The others were obviously not so lackwitted. Already, they were heading for the door. As was his habit, Newbury appeared as if by magic and started handing around gloves and capes and tall top hats. Hexam stowed the appropriate supplies, one bottle of claret in each of his pockets. Palliston tucked in reinforcements.

“Monteford, Monteford, Monteford.” Sympathetic both to the man’s naïveté and the fact that he was so new to the Dashers as to be oblivious to the lengths they would go to top the Blades in any and all mischief, Nick clapped him on the shoulder and wound one arm through his, hauling him toward the door.

“The answer is simple,” Nick told him. “We will go around to this church of the Reverend Culpepper’s and collect the pious miss. We’ll bring her back here and when they arrive, we will present her to the Blades. After which we will collect the one thousand pounds.”

“But…but…” Monteford spluttered. “But if she is anything like you say she is, I cannot believe she would participate. What if she doesn’t want to come with us?”

Naïveté was too kind a word.

Nick threw back his head and laughed, grabbing for a wine bottle on his way out the door.

“Of course she won’t want to come with us,” he said matter-of-factly. “And that leaves us only one choice, doesn’t it? We will simply have to abduct her!”
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Wilhelmina Culpepper did not much enjoy the choir of the Church of Divine and Imperishable Justice.

Ebenezer Miller, who served the congregation as choirmaster, pounded the keys of the hand-pumped organ until they screamed for mercy. He had a voice that was every bit as mellifluous as his musical touch was deft, and as if that wasn’t bad enough, he had persuaded his tone-deaf wife to join him in his musical quest for redemption.

Try as she might to find it in her heart to be thankful for the Millers’ talents as well as their enthusiasm, Wilhelmina had to admit that their combined voices did little to enhance the overall effect produced by the other members of the choir: faithful, devoted, inharmonious all.

Officially, of course, it was Ebenezer Miller who chose the hymns, Ebenezer Miller who inspired the choir to practice long hours in the unlikely hopes of reaching heavenly perfection.

But it was Hannibal Culpepper who was the true driving force behind the music. They all knew that. Hannibal Culpepper was the driving force behind everything that had to do with the Church of Divine and Imperishable Justice, from how many lamps were lit within its walls to which prayers were recited and how loudly they must be said.

The thought made Wilhelmina uncomfortable. Raising her eyes from her hymnal, she dared a glance at her father.

Eyes closed with zealous concentration, high forehead beaded with sweat, the Reverend Culpepper sang the words of the old familiar hymn with far more gusto than Wilhelmina supposed even its composer had ever intended. His bass voice boomed through the barren and cheerless church, emphasizing those words he wanted his congregation to remember: the verse that sang of the perils of eternal damnation, the line that spoke of fire and sword, the tuneful chorus that reminded the reasonably well-fed, well-scrubbed tradesman-class folk huddled there against the spring chill that it was their responsibility—nay, their divinely ordained duty—to convert the heathen throngs.

Heathen throngs were another thing Wilhelmina did not want to think about. If she dared, her mind would start racing and she knew exactly where it would lead: to the fate that awaited her the next morning. Even listening to the singing was far more agreeable than thinking about the journey to India and what would happen once they got there and her father put into motion the plans he had for her future.

The thought was too painful and eager to be rid of it, Wilhelmina brushed aside her black mantle so that she might check the small round watch attached with a golden pin to the bosom of her black dress.

It was nearly nine o’clock.

She didn’t have much time.

Once the hymn was finished and her father started preaching, she knew he would not be finished for at least another hour.

And in another hour, Madame Brenard would be here and gone. It was now or never.

Steeling her resolve and holding her breath, Wilhelmina slipped out of the pew. Her youngest brother, Isaac, looked up from his hymnal with a question in his eyes, and she signaled him for silence, one finger to her lips. When she pulled open the door, it creaked dreadfully and Wilhelmina cringed.

Fortunately, at that moment Mr. Miller raised his voice to an impossibly high pitch over an even more impossibly long note. Reverend Culpepper heard neither creak nor groan but remained as engrossed as ever in his devotion.

The strident sounds of salvation still ringing in her ears, Wilhelmina stepped out into the street.

It was chilly for a spring evening, and she clutched her mantle closer around herself. In the meager light that spilled from the open doorway of a house across the street, she made her way toward the deep shadows that shrouded the back of the church. She was almost there when she heard the sounds of footsteps behind her.

It was too soon for Madame Brenard.

Tipping her head, Wilhelmina listened carefully and when she heard no other sounds, she scolded herself for her childish fears. Pulling back her shoulders and raising her head, she continued on her way.

She might have made it if someone hadn’t clutched her by the arm.

Wilhelmina’s heart leaped into her throat. She spun around. “Madame Brenard!” The name whooshed out of Wilhelmina along with every last vestige of anxiety. “You startled me!”

“Sorry, chère amie.” Coloring from her massive and recklessly exposed bosom to the roots of hair the color of which God had never intended on mortal woman, Madame Brenard dropped her hand from Wilhelmina’s sleeve.

Madame was an immense woman with beefy hands and a face that, no matter how much paint she daubed on it, always looked far too florid. In spite of her enormous size, she had the smallest feet Wilhelmina had ever seen. She stepped from foot to foot on the tips of her red satin slippers, struggling to keep them out of the puddles left by a fleeting afternoon rain. The effect was not unlike that of a sailing ship listing in stormy seas.

“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” Madame said. “I only thought I might get ’ere a bit early-like so you wouldn’t ’ave to be gone too long from the service.” She poked her chin in the direction of the church and even in the dim light, Wilhelmina could not help but notice the look that crossed her face, as if she’d just bitten into a lemon.

“’E’s going on right well this evenin’, ain’t ’e? Like a regular Hapostle.” She clicked her tongue and tossed her head. “’E’d ’ave apoplexy right enough if ’e knew you was out ’ere with the likes of me.”

Wilhelmina knew Madame Brenard was absolutely right, and regardless of the fact that she also knew it was as sinful as it was uncharitable, she could not control the anger that rose inside her at the realization. In spite of her name (which she claimed was legitimate) and the French accent she sometimes affected (to add a certain Continental ambience to the house of comfort she ran over near the river), Madame Brenard was as English as the sky above and as generous and warmhearted a woman as any Wilhelmina had ever known. The fact that her father chose to ignore the woman’s kindly nature and focus instead on her dubious profession had always been something of a sore spot with Wilhelmina.

“Papa means well.” She was not so much a perfect block to believe it, but Wilhelmina said the words nevertheless, both to cheer Madame and to appease her own conscience. “He is simply more interested in—”

“More interested in savin’ them what don’t need it than in ’elping them what do.” Madame shook her head in disgust. “What ’e needs is more of your kind of charity and less of ’is own high and mighty—”

“Pay it no mind.” Wilhelmina cut Madame off before she could get any further. It was one thing to think such thoughts herself about her father. It was another to allow someone else to give them voice. Especially when they both knew Madame’s assessment of the Reverend Mister Culpepper’s character was true.

Reaching behind a rain barrel that was tucked up against the back wall of the church, Wilhelmina retrieved a bulky bundle. “Here.” She handed the parcel to Madame. “Here are the clothes I promised you for your girls. They are not all the crack, I’m afraid, but they are warm and serviceable and with your skills as a seamstress—”

“Don’t you think another thing of it.” Madame accepted the bundle and tucked it up under her arm. “Haut ton or not, the girls, they’ll be grateful for whatever you’ve collected. You can be sure of that. We’ve got some new young things just in from the country. All of them orphans. They ’aven’t a decent stitch among them.”

Wilhelmina did not need to tell Madame that she understood and that she sympathized. There might be nothing Wilhelmina could say to help, but she tried to do as much as she was able.

“There you go.” Madame darted a glance toward the church, as the last strains of the hymn lumbered into the night air. “You’d best get yourself back inside. Before ’e finds you’re gone.” She didn’t move an inch but looked at the ground and if the light had been better, Wilhelmina would have sworn Madame’s eyes were misty. She hugged the bundle of clothing to her bosom.

“We’ll miss you, lamb,” Madame said. “It’s a crying shame ’e ’as you goin’ off to India with ’im in the mornin’. And sadder still that ’e insists you marry once you get there.”

“I’ll be fine.” Wilhelmina spoke the words she’d been practicing ever since her father announced that he had arranged a suitable marriage for her with the suitable, like-minded and perfectly odious Reverend Childress Smithe.

Odd, her speech had sounded convincing when she said it to herself in front of her mirror. Now, it sounded as hollow as the feeling that gnawed at her insides.

“India is quite beautiful,” she said, steering the conversation away from the topic she knew she could not broach without losing all that was left of her self-possession. “You know we spent a number of years there when I was a girl and even though it is where my mother died, I do have good memories. Brilliant blue skies. Generous people. A culture I find fascinating.”

“Even though ’e thinks it ain’t fit for you to be fascinated.”

Wilhelmina managed a bittersweet smile. “The journey is long and it will give me a chance to practice my sketching and catch up on my reading and—”

“And when you get there?”

Madame’s question hung in the air, as real and as chilling as the wisps of fog that floated by.

Wilhelmina braced herself. “Reverend Smithe will be following us out when he is done with the business he is undertaking now in Glasgow. He should arrive a month or so after we are settled and then…” She swallowed down her disgust. “Papa says it is the perfect match.”

“And what do you say?” The question burst out of Madame along with an exasperated “Harrumph!” She shifted the bundle of clothing up under her left arm. “A girl like you shouldn’t be condemned to life with a man as ’ard as that. And don’t you go sayin’ it ain’t true. I seen ’im, you remember. When ’e visited ’ere last month to toady up to your father and check you out as if you were a ’orse to be ’aggled over at the Weydon Fair. I seen that Reverend Smithe and I’ll tell you somethin’, my girl, ’e’s a stub-faced, self-righteous son of a sow who will get ’is children on you, work you near to death, bore you until you’re want-witted and in the process, miss nary an occasion to offer you the Turkish treatment and remind you that you are a cabbage head and not nearly as saved for all eternity as ’is damned, bloody self is.”

“I know all that.” The words stopped against the knot wedged in Wilhelmina’s throat. “But as Papa likes to remind me, I am twenty-eight and not getting any younger. Perhaps if I had some means of my own…”

There was nothing more she could say.

In spite of the fact that she knew it would embarrass her quite as effectively as it would put an end to their disagreement, she gave Madame a peck on the cheek. “I hope to return someday and when I do, I promise I will see you again.”

“But I—”

“Take care of yourself.” Wilhelmina shooed Madame toward the street. “Make sure you keep up with your rent. You know Mr. Murtaugh promises to send you packing into the street if you do not!”

She heard Madame sniff. The subject of her landlord was one sure to make Madame indignant. With any luck at all, it would help to take Madame’s thoughts off Wilhelmina’s troubles and put them squarely on her own. “I’d like to see the bastard try,” Madame grumbled.

Wilhelmina watched Madame disappear into the foggy night. “I’ll miss you, too,” she whispered, and she turned to head to the church door.

She never got there.

Before she could move another step, someone grabbed her around the waist. Before she could make a sound, a hand—a man’s hand—clamped over her mouth.

Reason fled and instinct took over. Wilhelmina struggled with all her might. Writhing and kicking, she ground her heel into the top of her attacker’s foot.

To her wonder, when the man spoke, she heard an edge of laughter in his voice. “You were wrong about this one, Somerton.” The man grunted from the strain of holding on to Wilhelmina. “She’s a lively little fish and no mistake!”

Summoning all of her strength, Wilhelmina twisted in such a way that she was able to sink her teeth into the man’s pudgy hand.

“Damn!” The man loosened his hold and Wilhelmina slipped from his grasp. She whirled around, ready to dart into the street, and ran smack into something that felt like a brick wall.

The something in question was the person of the fellow called Somerton, and he quickly fitted his hands around her waist.

Trapped, Wilhelmina looked up into a face that was as handsome as any she’d ever seen: lips that were neither too thin or too fleshy, a chin that looked to be chipped from stone. Peeking out from a tall top hat was hair that might have been honey-colored in the light of day but now, looked more the color of old brass, rich and warm and touched with gold.

He may have had the face of an angel, but he had the eyes of the devil himself.

They were blue. As cold as ice. As hot as sin.

At the same moment the realization caused a flutter of awareness to streak through her, Wilhelmina realized his mistake. She breathed a sigh of relief at the same time she tamped her wild imaginings firmly into place. “Surely, sir, you have confused me with someone else. Some other type of woman. It’s Covent Garden you want if it’s a canary bird you’re looking for.”

Somerton’s face crinkled into a smile. “And if it’s not?”

“If it’s not—”

Wilhelmina frowned. If it was not a woman of easy virtue he was looking for, then what?

Never one to settle for less than the whole accounting, she raised her chin and pinned Somerton with a look. “Explain yourself, sir. Now! You simply cannot think to accost a woman and—”

“But I can!” Somerton tightened his grip. He was a tall man, and larger by far than Wilhelmina. The night was chilly. His body was warm. “I can accost her, I can even waylay her. If she is pretty enough, I might even try to steal a kiss.” His mouth was as dangerously close to Wilhelmina as she was to giving in to the temptation that shimmered around him like the heat from a candle flame. He leaned nearer and quite suddenly, she was all too aware of another, less-polite-to-mention portion of his anatomy as well. One an unmarried lady such as herself might not have known about at all if she did not have brothers and a friend like Madame who had always been generous enough to share her vast knowledge.

Somerton’s motives might be a mystery, but there was suddenly no secret as to what his body was urging—and all too ready to accomplish. Wilhelmina’s confusion dissolved in an instant, drowned beneath a pulse-pounding wave of fear.

She flailed her arms and kicked her feet but as if he knew all along that it was a useless show at best, all Somerton did was laugh.

“Settle down!” He sidestepped a kick that would surely have damaged more than just his pride and though he looked at Wilhelmina with new respect, he did not relax his grip. He back-stepped her against the door of the church and slid one hand over her mouth to assure her silence. At the same time, he pressed himself close against her to hold her in place.

Wilhelmina’s breath caught.

Except for the Reverend Mister Smithe who had once forced a kiss on her that she had neither encouraged nor enjoyed, she had never been so near a man. Even so, she needed neither experience nor the memory of Madame’s bawdy tales to know she was in danger.

Surely it must be dangerous to breathe in the heady scent of spirits that wrapped this gentleman like a cloud. It was, no doubt, the reason her head suddenly spun like a child’s top.

It had to be dangerous to allow him to hold her so, his body fitted tight against hers. It must certainly be hindering her ability to breathe because she heard herself laboring to do just that, each of her breaths as quick and as shallow as Somerton’s.

“You have my word as a gentleman. No one’s going to hurt you, Miss Culpepper.”

Somerton’s assurance might have been far more heartening had he not hiccupped at the end of it. Wilhelmina twisted beneath his weight but he would have none of it.

“We don’t need a crowd,” he said, darting a look around. For the first time, she realized there were other men there as well; not just the one she’d bitten, who was standing nearby watching the whole thing with a foolish and quite fuddled look on his chubby face, but others as well. Three, four, five or more of them as far as she could tell. Her hopes of flight faded and for one panic-stricken moment, she gave in to her fear and screamed.

An act of defiance that might have been far more effective if Somerton’s hand wasn’t over her mouth.

“Oh, bother!” Somerton mumbled a curse. “Let’s not turn this into a commotion. “If you’ll simply come along quietly…” As if he did not expect that she would, he spun her around and one of the others tied a cloth over her eyes. A second later, Wilhelmina felt herself lifted off her feet.

“Blackguard!” Wilhelmina cried out. She flailed like a windmill and kicked for all she was worth. It mattered little. With her father booming inside the church with the voice of salvation, no one heard. Somerton carried her to the street and deposited her into a waiting closed carriage. He settled himself beside her and before she could move, a number of the others staggered in to join them.

The horses took off at a furious pace and Wilhelmina pitched forward. She might have taken a tumble if it wasn’t for Somerton’s arm around her shoulders.

“Nothing to worry about, m’dear,” he said, and she heard him uncork a bottle and take a long drink. “You’ll be right back where you belong soon enough, the Dashers will be one thousand pounds richer, and I…” He chuckled, his voice heavy with spirits and the sound of pure satisfaction. “I will finally have my revenge!”
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Wilhelmina wasn’t sure when her fear melted into anger.

It may have been when she attempted to remove the cloth over her eyes and Somerton stopped her. Without reproach, without warning and certainly without dropping a single word of the conversation in which he was engaged, he slipped one of his hands neatly around both her wrists and held them in her lap.

Then again, her anger may have blossomed when the other gentlemen in the luxurious carriage began a boisterous recounting of their night’s adventure. They congratulated themselves mightily—though Wilhelmina could not imagine why—and passed their bottles from man to man, drinking deep and punctuating their story with much vigorous laughter and so much elaborate detail, she suspected it was already on its way to leaving the realm of truth and crossing the threshold into legend.

When the bottle went around for a third time, she realized she had had enough.

“Excuse me!” Wilhelmina did her best to sound as level-headed and polite as she knew herself to be but when her comment caused not even a ripple in the conversation, she had no choice but to raise her voice. “Excuse me! This is intolerable. You speak like gentlemen and act like rabble. Would someone like to explain…” With the cloth tied over her eyes, she could see nothing, yet she knew Somerton was seated at her side. She turned and hoped she gauged the distance right so that she was not directing her comments to thin air.

“Explain yourself, sir. Now that you’ve bagged me, so to speak, the least you can do is explain why.”

“Why?” He was closer than she thought; Somerton’s voice rumbled near her ear. “You’ll find out soon enough,” he promised. He went back to the conversation at hand.

As if she wasn’t there at all.

By the time the carriage came to a stop, Wilhelmina’s anger had solidified like a rock between her stomach and her heart. The other gentlemen piled out of the carriage and Somerton hooked one arm around her waist.

“Come on,” he said, his words as unceremonious as the way he latched on to her. He hauled her across the leather bench and lifted her into his arms. “It’s nearly time for the Blades to arrive. Let’s move, woman!”

Her feet never had the chance to touch the ground. Somerton bundled her mantle around her and heaved her over his shoulder.

Caught once again in a grip that was as unyielding as it was embarrassing, Wilhelmina screeched with frustration and tried her best to twist free, but even she recognized the plan as not only ineffective but quite possibly dangerous. The more she squirmed, the more likely it was that this drunken lout would drop her. Somerton tightened his grip, one arm around her legs, the other settled quite naturally, and quite too familiarly, on her buttocks.

Thus trussed like a Christmas goose, he carried her up what felt like a broad and endless flight of stairs, through what was certainly a large and stately doorway and from there, up yet another flight of steps. At the top, they stepped into what could have been nothing other than a room of enormous proportions. The laughter of his companions echoed all around and Somerton’s footsteps rapped against first marble floor and then, plush carpet.

Without warning, he stopped and set Wilhelmina on her feet.

It took a moment for her head to stop spinning and for her stomach to settle back where it belonged and it wasn’t until it did that she realized that she was surrounded.

When she turned from side to side, the conversation faded into a hushed and expectant hum.

One man cleared his throat. Another coughed. She heard any number of pairs of feet shift anxiously against the carpet.

Wilhelmina took a deep breath. She shook out her mantle and straightened her gown. Because no one thought to do it and this time no one tried to stop her, she reached behind her and worked at the back of the blindfold. Her fingers were stiff and she fumbled over the clumsy knots.

She worked at them the way she worked at everything else, with a single-mindedness that—had they not been so foxed as they obviously were—would have given the gentlemen assembled around her a moment’s pause.

The last of the knots loosened, finally, and Wilhelmina whipped the cloth from her eyes and threw it on the floor.

The first person she saw was Somerton.

“Sir!” Wilhelmina’s voice was as frosty as the look she shot his way. “I have had quite enough of this tom-foolery. From all of you.” She cast a gaze around the gentlemanly cavalcade and the rest of the men pulled in a collective breath of wonder. As if by design, they took a step back.

Somerton, however, kept his place. “Miss Culpepper.” He dropped her a bow that was far more showy than it was steady.

If he’d been drunk when he arrived at the Church of Divine and Imperishable Justice, he was doubly drunk now.

Somerton’s hat was off and his golden hair was tousled. His neckcloth was undone. A silly smile sat upon his handsome face at a cockeyed angle. Like the perfect host he no doubt thought himself, he looked delighted to see her. He also looked thoroughly pleased with himself.

It was all too much for any woman of sound mind and able body to abide.

In the second before she cocked her arm, Wilhelmina remembered her Old Testament: Judges 15:13–16.

In the second before she closed her fingers into a fist, she thought of Samson and his righteous anger against the Philistines.

In the second before she curled her thumb over her fingers, she thought that her own cause might benefit as did God’s, from a strong arm and the jawbone of an ass.

She didn’t have a jawbone but one look at Somerton and his friends and she knew there was no shortage of asses.

Wilhelmina reached back and with all her might, punched Somerton square on the nose.

Much to her surprise, her attack was met with a general cheer of delight and a great deal of laughter. Even Somerton joined in.

“Damn me for an idiot!” Staggered but largely undamaged, he shook his head and dabbed one finger under his nose, checking for blood. There was hardly more than a trickle. When Somerton looked her up and down, the dull glaze of drunkenness was gone from his eyes, replaced with a gleam of admiration. “You are more lively than I imagined you would be, Miss Culpepper. And so willful, I think we shall dispense with your Christian name and take to calling you Willie. And damn, Willie!” He grinned. “You have a right cross worthy of Mendoza himself.” He fished a handkerchief from his pocket, wiped his hand and cleaned the blood from his face. “If I were a betting man—”

The comment was met with jeers and laughter from his friends.

“If I were a betting man,” he said again, challenging his friends to dispute his assertion with one artless and completely innocent look, “I would wager that you could take on any one of us, Willie. And win inside three rounds.”

Wilhelmina could not be so easily mollified. In spite of Somerton’s seemingly good humor, she bristled like a hedgehog. “Well, what did you expect of me? You are insufferable! The least you deserve is a sound thumping. You snatch me away from my home and bring me here…” She glanced around, taking a good look at the salon for the first time. It was a grand and glorious place filled with light and crystal, damask and velvet. Not far away, tables were set with food and drink, as if for a celebration.

She pulled her gaze back to the blue and bleary eyes of the man before her. “I don’t know where I am and I don’t know who I am with. Only the good Lord knows what you intend to do next.”

Most of the crowd had the good sense to meet the comment with the silence it deserved.

Except for one man.

One fellow standing somewhere behind Wilhelmina dared to snigger at the unspoken suggestion and she turned to aim a withering look in his direction.

She needn’t have bothered.

Before the last snicker was even out of the man’s mouth, Somerton had the fellow by the throat. He dragged him across the room. There were tall French windows along the far wall and seemingly impervious to the man’s sputtered protests, Somerton yanked open one of them and pitched the fellow outside. He disappeared into the darkness, the last sign of his presence a muffled yell, a sharp screech and a whimper that had something to do with rosebushes.

Somerton brushed his hands together. “That’s the last the Dashers will ever see of Monteford,” he said, and it was apparent from the glint in his eyes and the lift of his chin that he expected no objections.

There weren’t any.

Somerton strolled back to where Wilhelmina was standing and if his steps were a little unsteady, the look in his eyes no longer was. He stationed himself directly opposite her, linked his hands behind his back, and regarded her much in the way she had seen her father eye his wayward flock.

“I have told you more than once this evening, Willie, no one is going to harm a hair on your God-fearing head. You have my word on that and though you hardly know me, I can assure you that these fine fellows will vouch for me.” He glanced around the room and his look was met with nods and smiles that were hardly more sober than his own. “We simply need your assistance.”

“My assistance?” Wilhelmina could not help herself. It was an astonishing revelation and it deserved all the skepticism she could pack into her words. “How would I ever be able to provide assistance to you? And why should I? You have treated me badly. Now you say you want me to help? How can I possibly help you?”

Now that the time had come for him to lay out his plan in all its endless glory, Nick found himself singularly tongue-tied. He knew it wasn’t the daunting size of his audience that left him dumbstruck.

It wasn’t the claret, either.

It wasn’t the hour of the night or the temperature in the room or the fact that his neckcloth was constricting either his breathing or his voice, for it was hanging so loose as to be nearly completely undone.

It was Willie Culpepper.

The realization burned through Nick as effectively as did his last drink.

He had expected Wilhelmina Culpepper to be the rigid and foreboding pasteboard figure he’d seen with her pretentious papa that afternoon. He had expected her to be cold. He had expected her to be unassuming and unemotional, sanctimonious and stiff.

He hadn’t expected a real woman at all.

Steadying himself for a better look, Nick let his gaze wander from the tips of Willie’s slippers to the top of her sensible, perfectly plain and just-this-side-of-out-of-fashion poke bonnet.

She was not a pasteboard figure. She was a real woman, and if he needed any more reminder, he need only recall the warmth of her body against his back at the church. He had expected her to be self-righteous and he wasn’t wrong there. Somehow, he knew she would be stubborn and again, he had not been disappointed. But he had never thought she would be so warm. He had not expected the well-shaped nose, either, or the perfect chin, the mouth that looked ripe enough to kiss. In spite of her drab clothing, he could see that her breasts were full and high, her hips were nicely rounded, her waist was made to be circled by a man’s arms. He had not expected such attributes. Certainly, he never expected her to have a wicked right cross.

Gingerly, Nick touched his nose.

It wasn’t that he thought his plan any less brilliant now than he’d judged it earlier. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to take a well-earned one thousand from the Blades. And, damn it, it wasn’t as if he were reluctant to show the world that he could pull off a caper as easily as he could be made the butt end of one.

It was simply that it was difficult to think with any clarity when Willie was looking at him so.

“You. Help us.” Nick screwed up his face and fought to find the right words, as angry at himself for feeling so embarrassed by the whole thing as he was at his inability to lay it out as the logical, fiendishly clever plan it was. “You see, we have this wager and—”

“Wager?” Willie’s chin came up. Her shoulders shot back. Her gray eyes, which Nick imagined were as placid as pussycats most days, looked more now like threatening thunderclouds. “You abducted me as part of a wager?” As regal as an empress, she turned and headed for the door. “Well, you can simply un-abduct me. Right now. Your carriage must still be here about. Call it, and—”

“But, Willie!” The last thing Nick wanted was to look desperate but he could hardly help himself. He pictured Willie slipping out of his grasp along with one thousand pounds.

He darted forward and stopped her, his hand on her arm.

He was saved from doing any more when the double doors snapped open.

“Excuse me, m’lord.” Newbury coughed politely behind his hand. “There are some gentlemen here to see you.”

Whatever pangs of conscience Nick felt disappeared in a flash of exhilaration. This was it, his moment to cut a shine.

“Well, what are you waiting for, man?” he asked. “Show them in!”

Newbury’s grizzled brows snapped together with worry and he darted a look down the passageway before he turned back to Nick. “Are you certain, m’lord?”

Nick grumbled an oath beneath his breath. Had he been more sober and less anxious to give the Blades their just and well-deserved due, he might have questioned Newbury’s hesitancy. Instead, he slapped one hand against his thigh.

“Of course I am certain,” he said.

“But, m’lord, they’ve brought—”

“Damn it, Newbury! I don’t care what they’ve brought. It hardly matters, at any rate. They cannot top our offering. They could have Julius Caesar himself, dressed as the Archbishop of Canterbury and sporting a purple peruke and they would not have anything nearly as splendid as we have.”

“Yes, m’lord.” His expression as blank as a sheet of foolscap on the first day of Michaelmas term, Newbury retreated. Willie might have gone right along with him if Nick hadn’t noticed her fall into step behind Newbury. “Oh, no!” As if it were the most natural thing in the world, he hooked an arm around her waist. “We’ve nearly bested the blighters. You cannot leave now.” He glanced around, planning his strategy.

“You!” He handed Willie off to Hexam. “You keep her out of sight. And you…” He pointed to the Dashers standing behind Willie. “You get there near the door. You…” He waved to Latimer and Palliston. “You stand in front of her so they cannot easily see her from the doorway.”

“Stand in front indeed,” Willie protested. Nick paid her not the least amount of mind. His brain already working over how the Blades would look when they realized they’d lost the wager, he stepped back and waited for Newbury to return.

Within minutes, the passageway outside the room filled with the sounds of shuffling feet, barely contained laughter and more than a few good-natured oaths. The door clicked open.

“M’lord.” Newbury stood back so that Nick’s guests might enter. “It is His Grace the Duke of Ravensfield and his companions, m’lord,” he said as if Nick could not see the men who stood in the passageway beyond. “They have come to call.”

“Well, let them in, Newbury. And be a good man, will you? Get us a few more bottles of claret. Our guests have come a long way on a chilly night. No doubt they are thirsty and cold.”

“Yes, m’lord.” After only one fleeting and quite dubious glance at something in the passageway that Nick could not see from where he stood, the butler went about his duties.

“Ravensfield.” Nick made a cursory bow to the only man who came through the doorway. Thomas Flander, the Duke of Ravensfield, was as much the unofficial head of the Blades as Nick was of the Dashers. He was the same age as Nick and though Ravensfield’s title was more prestigious and his fortune a good deal larger, Nick had always taken some small bit of satisfaction from the fact that the ladies of their mutual acquaintance had never been quite able to decide which of them was the most handsome. There was no similar debate about which of them was the most notorious rakehell. They ran neck and neck there. Or so the gossips all said. They also said that was where the similarities ended.
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