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            Chapter 1

         
         
            London, 1818

         

         Being a successful gambler meant manipulating the complex alchemy of risk, calculation, and gut instinct. In the case of the
            gamble Finn Ransome had made four months ago, however, not only had his wager not paid off, it had bitten him right on the arse. With pointed teeth.
         

         
         Admittedly, assisting his best friend in jilting Finn’s sister had seemed like a better idea at the time. Willa and Dom had
            been miserable in the weeks leading up to their marriage. With the help of his younger brother, Kieran, Finn had prevented
            what he’d believed would be a horrendous mistake for both his friend and his little sister—yet misery had followed. Estrangement
            from Willa had also followed, along with a ghastly ultimatum from his family, the terms of which now wrapped around his throat
            like an iron collar.
         

         
         Before Finn could consider what the hell to do about any of this, though, he had to survive walking through this disreputable tavern in the tough and gritty riverside neighborhood of Ratcliff. Even the rowdiest of his usual gaming hells couldn’t compete with this nameless watering hole. As he carried three pints of dubious ale in severely dented pewter mugs toward his table in the corner, he dodged four fistfights, two men splayed out on the floor, and someone gesturing wildly with a longshoreman hook. 

         
         He narrowly avoided the rusty metal point tearing the fabric of his black silk wool waistcoat by twisting nimbly to one side.
            Unfortunately, the movement caused ale to slosh over the rim of a mug, and the liquid splashed across a seated patron’s head.
         

         
         Scowling, the man rose to tower over Finn, which, given Finn’s not inconsiderable height, was impressive. Ale dripped from
            the man’s sandy hair, and he shoved his sodden fringe out of his eyes to glower at Finn.
         

         
         “Sincere apologies,” Finn said with as much even-keeled calm as he could manage given his current squalid surroundings and
            the fact that a hulking, ale-reeking giant glared at him. “It was entirely accidental, and I’d be more than amenable to buying
            you a pint as recompense.”
         

         
         “Fancy words and a pretty face ain’t going to keep you from a beatin’,” the colossus growled. To prove his point, he brandished
            his ham-sized fists.
         

         
         “You look like a betting man,” Finn said tranquilly. “I’m correct, aren’t I?”

         
         His would-be attacker frowned in puzzlement. “I—”

         
         “Of course you are,” Finn went on. “You’ve the appearance of a man who enjoys the thrill of staring Dame Fortune square in
            the eye and challenging her to do her worst. A daring, confident man.”
         

         
         The fair-haired behemoth glanced down at himself and fingered the button hanging from a thread on his jacket. “I suppose.”

         
         “Let us make a small wager, then,” Finn continued, giving no hint to any of the fear that prickled along his nape. “If you
            win, which I’ve every confidence you will, you get to pummel me into paste. But if I win, we go about our evening and part company as friends. The tiniest of bets, which I’m certain you agree to, because you’re
            a wise and quick-witted fellow.”
         

         
         “I—”

         
         “Excellent.” Finn nodded toward a patron seated alone at one of the rickety tables, bent over his mug and regarding the room
            through red-rimmed eyes. “You see that gentleman over there? I wager that he’ll be unconscious on the floor within the next
            fifteen seconds.”
         

         
         “Hatchet Taylor can hold his liquor better’n anyone here.” The giant smirked. “He ain’t goin’ no place.”

         
         “So, we’re in agreement.” Finn set one of his mugs on a nearby table—which likely meant that one of the men seated there would
            drink it, but sacrifices had to be made—and held out his hand.
         

         
         The huge blond man stared at Finn for a moment, then spat into his palm and offered it to Finn.

         
         Suppressing a sigh, Finn copied the gesture and shook the big bloke’s hand. At least he had a handkerchief tucked into his
            jacket, which he made good use of the moment his opponent looked toward the aptly named Hatchet Taylor.
         

         
         The wager had drawn the attention of several patrons nearby, who eagerly watched the exchange. Their own side bets immediately followed, with nearly all of the tavern’s regulars laying odds that not only would Finn lose, he’d also be laid out flat with a single punch to the face. 

         
         Finn pulled out his timepiece. Fortunately, he’d had the foresight to wear one of his least ostentatious watches, so he wouldn’t
            attract the attention of every pickpocket between here and Soho. “Fifteen seconds beginning now.”
         

         
         He, the large man, and half a dozen others watched as Taylor drained his mug. Five seconds elapsed. Taylor swayed in his seat,
            but remained upright. Ten seconds had passed.
         

         
         Even in the din of the taproom, Finn heard the giant beside him crack his knuckles in preparation for the beating that surely
            was to come. Finn didn’t give him or the onlookers the satisfaction of fidgeting or looking at all uneasy, though, his attention
            was fixed solely on Hatchet.
         

         
         Taylor abruptly lurched to his feet. Swayed—but remained standing.

         
         Three seconds remained. Then two. One.

         
         Taylor pitched backward, over his chair. Both man and chair tumbled to the ground. The onlookers were silent, until those
            that had wagered on Finn cheered. The losers grumbled as coin changed hands.
         

         
         Gloating was always bad form, so Finn nodded politely to the giant before turning to head to his table. Yet he knew what was
            coming, and purposefully dropped the remaining mugs he held moments before the huge man clamped a hand on his shoulder. As
            the colossus spun Finn around, Finn launched his own punch.
         

         
         His fist collided solidly with the bloke’s jaw. The chap’s head spun to the side, his eyes fluttering, though it didn’t quite hide the shocked look on his face. 

         
         He took a step, sank down to his knees, and then hit the sticky, puddle-strewn ground. A moment later, an impressive snore
            shook his body.
         

         
         The bystanders gaped, looking back and forth between the unconscious man and Finn, all of them wearing matching expressions
            of disbelief.
         

         
         Finn tugged on his coat, adjusted the folds of his neckcloth, and walked to his table.

         
         His brother Kieran and their friend Dominic Kilburn frowned at him as he approached.

         
         “Where are our drinks?” Kieran asked, eyeing Finn’s empty hands.

         
         “If you’re in need of refreshment,” Finn answered as he dropped into his seat, “get it yourself.”

         
         Dom rolled his eyes. “You nobs can’t fetch your own ale.”

         
         As it often happened when they were in this part of town, Dom’s East London accent came out thicker, undoing the elocution
            lessons that had been drilled into him after his father made a fortune leasing dockyard warehouses.
         

         
         “I’ll get ’em.” Dom got to his feet, looming over the table like a standing stone clad in Bond Street fashion, before he stalked
            toward the bar.
         

         
         Finn turned to Kieran, who wore the irritatingly contented smile of a man actually looking forward to his upcoming wedding.
            Well, Finn assumed that was what caused his younger brother to seem so revoltingly pleased, since Finn had little knowledge of what constituted
            a happy marriage. God knew he’d never seen one in his parents’ home.
         

         
         “I’m going to cast up my roast mutton if you keep beaming at the world in that fashion,” Finn muttered.

         
         “Celeste and I went to another of Longbridge’s parties last night,” his brother said happily. “In disguise, of course. We
            aren’t married yet.”
         

         
         “And then you two came back to our rooms and kept me up half the evening with your acrobatics and caterwauling.” Though he
            was nocturnal by nature and had been home last night for only one hour, those sixty minutes had been enough to force Finn
            to flee his rooms and take shelter at a late-night pie shop around the corner.
         

         
         Kieran grinned at him with the same unrepentant smile Finn had seen from his brother all their lives, even when Kieran had
            been caught with French illustrations tucked beneath his mattress. “The stipulation of our family’s ultimatum indicated we
            had to find respectable brides. The fact that mine makes me feel like I could write a dozen volumes of odes is a perquisite.”
         

         
         “Missed sleep is an irritant,” Finn said, but added grudgingly, “yet I can’t resent your happiness.”

         
         Finn’s own prospects in locating someone who gave him the same kind of joy were dim. The reason why miracles were called miracles
            was because they almost never happened.
         

         
         Three tankards dropped unceremoniously to the table, and Dom threw himself into his chair with the same lack of decorum. Finn sipped gingerly at his ale, hoping that whatever brewing process was employed effectively rid the beverage of most of its impurities. He was comfortable in most of London’s taverns, pubs, and alehouses, from Mayfair’s most exclusive locales to Whitechapel’s more gritty establishments, but this unnamed Ratcliff tavern tested the limits of his own adaptability. 

         
         Yet when Kieran had insisted that he, Dom, and Finn meet to discuss their current circumstances, Dom had immediately dictated
            that they would convene in this place, apparently a few blocks away from the tenement where he’d spent the first eighteen
            years of his life. Perhaps his rationale had been that, as the conversation was bound to be extremely unpleasant, he needed
            the comfort of familiar surroundings. Knowing that Dom possessed the personality of an extremely irate bear, Finn and Kieran
            hadn’t much choice but to capitulate.
         

         
         Still, as Finn eyed Dom over the rim of his tankard, his friend didn’t look especially comfortable. In fact, of the three
            of them, Kieran was the one who appeared the least troubled.
         

         
         Yet Kieran said, “You two are bollocksing everything up.”

         
         “Bugger yourself,” Dom shot back.

         
         Finn raised his hands. “Charming as this discussion is going, what, precisely, is intended by convening us here?”

         
         “In four months, Celeste will make me the happiest of men.”

         
         Dom muttered at that, likely still attempting to reconcile the fact that his rakehell friend was marrying his sister, but
            thus far Dom hadn’t punched Kieran into Michaelmas.
         

         
         “However,” Kieran went on, frowning, “that leaves only eight months for the two of you to find respectable brides of your
            own. Our families stipulated that we all must marry, or none of us are given a ha’penny more.”
         

         
         “We’re well aware of their ultimatum,” Finn said sullenly. He himself didn’t need the money—his gambling kept him comfortable—yet in good conscience, he couldn’t keep Kieran and Dom from their allowances. His brother had few other means of supporting himself, for one thing, and Dom had come from poverty. Finn would be a right ass if he threw his friend back into penury and left his brother without a source of income. 

         
         “And yet neither of you have done a ruddy thing about it,” Kieran fired back. He glared at Dom. “You were the one that jilted our sister, on her wedding day.”
         

         
         “And you two helped me do it,” Dom spat.

         
         “In our defense,” Finn answered after debating whether or not to take another drink of questionable ale, “we believed we were
            acting in Willa’s best interest.”
         

         
         “So was I,” Dom grumbled.

         
         Finn had believed, on that awful day last spring, that helping Dom flee before the ceremony was for everyone’s benefit. Though it
            had clearly been a love match, his sister and Dom had been wretched in the six weeks leading up to the wedding, with constant
            bickering, tears, and increasing tension. Willa was too stubborn by nature to call off the engagement. Finn’s own parents
            were trapped in a bitterly cold marriage, and he and Kieran had both thought they were sparing their baby sister a similar
            fate by giving her groom a means to escape in the minutes preceding the service.
         

         
         Fortunately, Willa hadn’t sued for breach. Dom had been willing to perpetuate the lie that Willa had been the one to call off the wedding, on account of her future groom’s riotous and disreputable behavior. She’d fled to the Continent soon after. 

         
         Finn wasn’t much for correspondence—his writing was concrete evidence to others that his relationship to words was a problematic
            and fraught one—but all of his letters to Willa had gone unanswered. Clearly, she was furious with her brothers for assisting
            Dom. Finn had memories of holding her tiny, plump hand as she’d taken her first steps, and boosting her up to reach the biscuit
            jar on the very top shelf of the dry larder.
         

         
         But not a word from her. Not in months.

         
         “Assigning blame is pointless,” he said to his brother and friend. “None of us are magicians who can manipulate time, and
            so we can only move forward.”
         

         
         “Forward you two must go,” Kieran pointed out. “Unless you count drinking whisky, getting into brawls, and playing faro as
            courtship, neither of you have done anything to find brides.”
         

         
         At Dom’s silence, Finn felt obligated to point out, “I haven’t time for swanning around ballrooms and dancing quadrilles with
            terrified debutantes.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Kieran said dryly, “I can see how sleeping all day and prowling gaming hells all night can take precedence over something
            so minor as the looming prospect of our penury.”
         

         
         “This from the man who considered bedding theatricals as cultural enrichment,” Finn answered.

         
         “But one of them was a playwright,” Kieran replied. “And I happen to write very emotionally abundant poems, myself, so I consider
            all efforts well spent.”
         

         
         Dom’s hand slapped on the table, startling both Finn and Kieran. “If the two of you are done lobbing quips at each other like a shuttlecock, I’m for home.” 

         
         Finn traded a worried look with his brother. True, Dom had never possessed a personality ripe with sunshine, but he used to
            enjoy running from one end of London to the other with the Ransome brothers. Since that fateful day last spring, though, he’d
            grown more and more surly, barely able to tolerate anyone’s company for more than a quarter of an hour.
         

         
         “We must address the issue of locating brides for both of you,” Kieran said flatly. “Given that we’re all culpable for finding ourselves in this position, each of us has to do our part to remedy our circumstances.”
         

         
         Dom glowered but didn’t object. For his part, Finn did the very important work of using the moisture beading on the outside
            of his tankard to draw patterns of cleanliness on the filthy tabletop.
         

         
         “Have either of you any candidates for a potential bride?” Kieran pressed. At their silence, he muttered, “You haven’t even
            made an effort, have you?”
         

         
         “Not precisely,” Finn prevaricated. “I’m still formulating a strategy.”

         
         “For a man who handsomely supplements his income through gambling,” Kieran drawled, “you’re being exceptionally unsystematic
            about it.”
         

         
         “These things take time.”

         
         “We don’t have time,” was the reply.

         
         Kieran had often been Finn’s champion whenever their parents’ disdain for him grew exceptionally poisonous, and having his
            younger brother look at him with disappointment made Finn want to slouch in his seat and avoid his gaze. It was much the same
            way he used to behave whenever his father lambasted him for his appalling academic performance.
         

         
         What could Finn tell Kieran, when he himself didn’t know why he’d been so slow to begin his bride hunt? For twenty-nine years, he’d lived an unencumbered life. Unlike Kieran—before Celeste—who’d had plentiful lovers, Finn remained alone. When he did find someone to share his bed, it was never for long, and with the understanding that the arrangement would be brief. It was simpler that way. 

         
         Assessing risk versus reward led him to one conclusion: it was neater and more manageable to walk a solitary path. When he
            had physical needs, he found a partner for a night, and then returned to his life, unaccompanied.
         

         
         “I’ve someone in mind for Dom,” he said abruptly.

         
         Kieran’s brows lifted, while his friend regarded him suspiciously.

         
         “This isn’t Smithfield Market,” Dom said with narrowed eyes, “where you decide I’d like mutton instead of beef.”

         
         “I’d never liken a woman to a meat,” Finn answered, “but in this case, I wasn’t on the hunt when the lady came across my sights.”

         
         Kieran rolled his eyes. “Insulting metaphors aside, who’s the fortunate woman?”

         
         “Miss Tabitha Seaton.”

         
         Kieran had been taking a drink of his ale and promptly spat it onto the table, which actually improved the table’s appearance.
            “The wallflower bluestocking?”
         

         
         “The same.” Finn had met Miss Seaton at a ball several months prior. It had been a brief, but memorable encounter. He had a vivid impression of mahogany hair, a pointed chin, angular cheekbones, and terrifyingly incisive blue-gray eyes, and she’d had little use for a man of his raffish reputation. With a few words and one look of her rapier-like eyes, she’d cut him into a neat pile of shredded black silk on the ballroom floor. She had quit the chamber, carrying a book she’d brought with her, clearly preferring its company to his. 

         
         “You’d mentioned her before as a possibility for Dom,” Kieran said, appalled, “but I thought you were joking.”

         
         “She sounds promising,” Dom said with heavy irony.

         
         “Item the first,” Finn said, holding up a finger, “she is Viscount Parslow’s only daughter. Given that your father would prefer
            you to wed a woman of the gentry, she fulfills that criterion.”
         

         
         Dom crossed his arms over his massive chest, but didn’t argue that point. It had been pure happenstance—at the time it had
            seemed like good fortune, though that had been a misjudgment—that Dom, a man of common birth, had fallen in love with Willa,
            an earl’s daughter, as she had fallen in love with him.
         

         
         Naturally, lightning wouldn’t strike twice, which brought Finn to his next point.

         
         “Item the second,” he continued, holding up another finger, “Miss Seaton is six and twenty.”

         
         “And unmarried,” Kieran said, nodding with understanding.

         
         “With her bluestocking leanings,” Finn added, “it’s unlikely that anyone is going to offer for her. She also has a tendency
            to linger at the edges of ballrooms, placing her firmly in the wallflower classification.”
         

         
         “She wouldn’t laugh in my face if I was to propose,” Dom said sullenly. “Not much of a reason to request a private talk with her da. I don’t even know this woman—why would she want to shackle herself to me, and I to her? We sound nothing at all alike.” 

         
         “Bringing me to item the third.” Finn held up one more finger. “You and Willa were exceptionally alike. Perhaps overly so. It was like two volcanoes attempting to share a single dining room. While it might be thrilling
            initially, it’s not especially sustainable for a lasting arrangement.”
         

         
         “Spoken from your tomes of experience,” Kieran said wryly.

         
         Finn dropped one of his fingers to make a rude gesture at his brother. After Kieran sent him an equally profane gesture, Finn
            continued. “Miss Seaton is the diametric opposite of Willa. Prefers the company of books to people, rather than outgoing and
            social. Cool, rather than passionate. All she would want is a library of her own, and she’d be perfectly content to leave
            you to your own devices. There would be no possibility of emotional entanglement. No hurt feelings on either side.”
         

         
         That last point seemed to intrigue Dom the most. He leaned back in his chair, which creaked threateningly under his muscled
            mass, and tilted his head to the side, considering.
         

         
         Finn had been saving that particular aspect in Miss Seaton’s favor—it was exactly the sort of thing that would interest Dom.
            Finn had witnessed his friend’s and sister’s heartbreak from ringside. With the potential for further emotional injury looming
            large, there surely was safety in knowing that love would not, could not, blossom.
         

         
         “You’re awful knowledgeable about this wallflower,” Dom noted.

         
         Finn smoothed a hand down the lapel of his coat. “I conducted a small amount of discreet reconnaissance, and the rest is logical inference. A dullard I may be,” he continued, “but certain things are obvious, even to me.” 

         
         His brother opened his mouth as if to object to something, then closed it.

         
         “Why don’t you offer for her?” Dom asked.
         

         
         Finn had expected this very point. “Of the two of us, only you had a university education. You look like a towering brick edifice, but you won academic awards at Oxford. I merely have
            a favorite seat at the faro table and wouldn’t know scholarly achievement if it kneed me in the groin. Hardly qualifications
            that would endear me to her as a possible husband.”
         

         
         “‘A fool thinks himself to be wise, but a wise man knows himself to be a fool,’” Dom quoted.
         

         
         “I merely know that line because I’ve seen a performance of As You Like It,” Finn countered, “and only then to see the actress playing Rosalind wear breeches. Whereas you actually read and studied
            the play for far less lascivious reasons.”
         

         
         Dom exhaled heavily. “I can’t just go to Miss Seaton’s house, pound on the door, and demand that she meets me outside with
            her trousseau.”
         

         
         “Naturally not. There are rules.” Though he kept his tone even, Finn inwardly rejoiced at his friend’s capitulation. At least with the attention on
            Dom and Miss Seaton, it would give Finn more time before he had to begin his own search for a wife. The thought of trying
            to woo some woman with his own rather inadequate assets made him want to run. “I’ll find some social gathering where she’ll
            be in attendance and introduce you to each other.”
         

         
         “Given what a positive impression you made on her at the Duke of Greyland’s ball,” Kieran said, “I’m unshaken in the belief that she’ll greet you with effusive warmth.” 

         
         “It wasn’t that awful,” Finn muttered.
         

         
         Kieran chuckled. “Brother, I was going to call in a stable hand to scoop you up like dung.”

         
         “Dom will look like a shining prince by comparison,” Finn answered.

         
         “It’s already off to a rosy beginning,” Dom threw in.

         
         “Am I or am I not a man who earns a substantial amount of money through gambling?” Finn demanded. When Kieran and Dom were
            quiet, Finn said, “Precisely. So, I know how to pick a winning situation. Trust me, this is going to be exactly what everyone
            needs, and it will succeed flawlessly.”
         

         
         He put confidence in his voice. Matters of chance often relied on careful assessment, but sheer bravado was also a necessary
            component.
         

         
         Miss Tabitha Seaton would make Dom a suitable bride. It might take some maneuvering, and a good deal of finesse to pair them,
            but Finn would get the job done with the same clear-eyed sense of purpose that he applied to his gambling. When it came to
            strategy and cunning, he was always successful, far more so than matters of the heart.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Based on the number of curious or outright alarmed looks aimed in Tabitha Seaton’s direction, one would suspect that the presence
            of a female waiting outside White’s was akin to seeing a tigress lying across the front step, waiting to devour whomever was
            unwise enough to cross her path.
         

         
         That was ridiculous. For one thing, Tabitha was an omnivore, but she wasn’t a cannibal. At least, not yet. Although, given
            the number of censorious glances shot in her direction, she strongly contemplated devouring at least one of the gentlemen
            striding past her. It would send a message that her errand was of the greatest importance, and she would not be turned away.
         

         
         “I don’t think he will be coming out any time soon, miss,” Olive said worriedly.

         
         “I saw him go in two hours ago,” Tabitha replied to her maid. “How long can it take for one gentleman to read a newspaper
            and drink a glass of brandy?”
         

         
         She only knew that men did such things in their clubs because her father and brothers had mentioned those activities, but of course, she herself possessed no firsthand knowledge. Something she did know, however, was that women were not permitted in White’s. It was too late in the day to approach Sir William Marcroft
            outside his home. She’d been forced to follow him to his club, and then wait for him outside. Sending a note to the baronet
            to inform him of her presence would be considered gauche.
         

         
         If she was to have any success in her mission today, she couldn’t give Sir William any reason to look askance at her. Yet
            the best strategy for ensuring that he had to talk to her was catching him somewhere relatively public. After all, a gentleman wouldn’t snub a lady in the street. Would
            he?
         

         
         Despite her extensive knowledge of many subjects, she knew very little about matters related to Society. She’d had a lone
            and unremarkable Season, eight years ago, and from the outset remained a wallflower. It hadn’t mattered to her very much,
            because she’d had her one source of comfort and happiness existing outside of that world—until one horrible night.
         

         
         She fought a grimace, struggling to keep at bay memories of that particularly awful evening. Tabitha had been taken to task
            for it, too, and had learned her painful lessons.
         

         
         “Oh, miss,” Olive said, growing lively, “I think that’s the baronet coming out now.”

         
         Seeing the man emerge from the club with his distinctive mane of black hair streaked with gray, Tabitha straightened her spine.
            No time for doubts, even though they nipped at her ankles in an effort to bring her to her knees.
         

         
         “Good afternoon, Sir William,” she said as he descended the short flight of steps to the curb.

         
         He drew up short and stared at her from beneath impressive white eyebrows. “Do I know you, Miss . . . ?”

         
         “Seaton. Miss Tabitha Seaton. You do not know me, personally, but I believe you know my father, Viscount Parslow.”

         
         “I doubt your father would be much impressed by his daughter standing outside White’s like a shopgirl.”

         
         Her face grew hot, but she plowed ahead. “When it comes to enriching the mind, surely such things as social niceties are irrelevant.”
            Before he could offer a rebuttal, she said, “I’m a great admirer of yours, and the Sterling Society.”
         

         
         Sir William’s brows climbed upward.

         
         “The Society’s collectively authored monograph on applying the pedagogy of ancient Sumer to contemporary education was most
            edifying,” she added. It would have been even more valuable if it had included thoughts on the education of girls, as well
            as learning for children outside of public schools, but she would keep such thoughts to herself until she’d attained her goal.
         

         
         The skeptical look on Sir William’s face was replaced by grudging interest. Yet he expectantly eyed the lacquered carriage
            that had pulled up to the curb. A footman was even now climbing down from the box to open the door and usher the baronet inside.
         

         
         “This is indeed flattering, Miss Seaton,” Sir William said, casting glances toward the vehicle. “Yet I’m expected at the Society’s
            headquarters—”
         

         
         “Which is why I’ve been waiting for you, Sir William.” She would have gone to the Sterling Society’s headquarters, except its location was secret to anyone except members. Given the group’s reputation for advising members of Parliament and giving counsel to other influential individuals, if their whereabouts were widely known, they’d be inundated by the public. Individuals would insist that the Society advance their particular interests, which would pollute the organization’s main purpose: to operate from a place of pure rational thought. 

         
         Of course, some might consider ambushing the head of the Sterling Society outside his club to be less than rational. Yet as
            long as Tabitha kept her voice steady and avoided any appearance of being overcome by emotion, she had a chance at success.
         

         
         She drew in a balancing breath. “I would like to become a member of the Sterling Society.”

         
         He let out a bark of laughter, then sobered when she merely looked at him. “Truly?”

         
         “My credentials are excellent,” she said, launching into the speech she’d been preparing for the past month, ever since her
            intention of joining the Society firmed in her mind. “I have read all of the Ancients, including Plato, Socrates, Aristotle,
            Pyrrho of Elis, and more, all in Greek, and Cicero, Plotinus, Lucretius, Theodas of Laodicea, and others in Latin. Further,
            I’ve translated Montaigne’s Essais and Descartes’s Meditationes, and have compiled an index of Pascal’s works. Oh, and I’ve read every book and paper published by the Sterling Society,
            of course.”
         

         
         She had also studied Maitreyi, Ghosha, Hypatia of Alexandria, Anne Conway, and Mary Wollstonecraft, amongst others, but given
            the Society’s proclivity for reading works by Western men, it would be wisest not to mention this particular area of interest.
         

         
         “You had a radical-thinking governess?” Sir William asked, slightly alarmed.

         
         “Miss Elgrave’s education was limited to drawing and French,” Tabitha replied. “I supplemented the rest by reading my elder
            brother’s books. Lawrence went to Eton and Oxford,” she added, “and so, I supplied myself with the same education as if I
            myself had gone to such esteemed institutions.”
         

         
         She omitted that she’d also studied extensively with her younger brother’s tutor—that touched too closely to personal matters
            she’d never discuss with Sir William. In truth, she’d only told a handful of close friends about her relationship with Mr. Charles Stokely,
            and even then, she’d left out the most humiliating parts. There was nothing to be gained by rehashing it, other than reliving
            her mortification and shame.
         

         
         Now she waited to see if Sir William was impressed by her self-created education, but he continued to wear an uncertain expression.
            The best choice was to plow ahead and show the baronet that she was imminently qualified to be a part of the Sterling Society.
         

         
         “I published a paper,” she continued, “on the contributions of women to the development of Classical philosophy, which was
            highly regarded by a number of exemplary figures in the field.” She did not add that the paper had been published under the
            name “T. Holly,” a combination of her first initial and her middle name.
         

         
         Sir William continued to regard her as though she were speaking an especially obscure Gallic dialect.

         
         “If you’re concerned that I’d merely be riding the coattails of my illustrious Society colleagues,” she pressed on, fumbling through her satchel until she found the object she sought, “I’ve many ideas which I’m eager to share with the group. This notebook contains theories, hypotheses, and research notes collected within the past six months alone.” 

         
         She held up the leather-bound volume, which bulged with its contents that included writing, clippings, sketches, diagrams,
            and other relevant ephemera. The notebook did indeed represent half a year of extremely hard work. Pride suffused her, expanding
            through her body as she showed it to Sir William Marcroft, of all people.
         

         
         She did admire him, and the Sterling Society. Though their views were somewhat limited, there wasn’t a single organization or institution
            in England as dedicated to the development of the mind. Their publications had nourished her throughout her adolescence, making
            her believe that she, too, could spend her life expanding the limits of human knowledge. With shy pleasure, she presented
            the society’s leader her own efforts, contained within the bindings of a humble notebook.
         

         
         He made a dismissive wave of his hand, as if she’d held up a child’s embroidery sampler. Her heart dropped heavily within
            her ribs.
         

         
         “Women are not admitted to the Sterling Society,” he intoned. “Which you would know if you are as much an admirer as you claim to be. Unless,”
            he added with narrowed eyes, “you thought yourself to be an exception.”
         

         
         That had been her hope, but that hope was on the verge of being cast to the pavement and shattered like so much fragile porcelain.
         

         
         “Perhaps it hasn’t been the policy to date,” she said, forcing herself to smile in what she hoped looked like a calm but friendly manner. 

         
         A bald-headed man climbed the steps to White’s, sending Sir William a questioning glance, clearly discomfited by the sight
            of him talking to a young woman outside the esteemed halls of masculine exclusivity. The baronet gave the man a clipped nod,
            before turning his displeased gaze to her.
         

         
         “The Sterling Society is a respectable institution, Miss Seaton,” he said, the edges of his words fraying. “Permitting females amongst our members is hardly decorous,
            and an unmarried female is absolutely impossible.”
         

         
         “Unmarried,” Tabitha said thoughtfully. Her attention snagged on that word, and its implications. “What if a woman with qualifications
            such as mine did have a husband?”
         

         
         “I . . .” Sir William looked back at his waiting carriage. “I suppose so. But she must absolutely be married for her to be
            given the barest consideration.”
         

         
         “I see.”

         
         “Now, I truly am late, so if you will excuse me, Miss Seaton.” The baronet gave her a brief bow before hastily climbing into his carriage
            and driving away.
         

         
         She stood on the sidewalk as more men entered and exited White’s. Rather than endure their shocked or scandalized stares, which now felt as lacerating as a face full of brambles, she began walking west, with Olive trailing after her. Tabitha’s steps were heavy, despite the fact that she was headed to one of her very favorite places in London. Even though the Benezra Library housed one of the most extensive collections of books on a dizzying array of subjects, and even though the private circulating library permitted membership to any gender, any race, any age, and any class, she was not eager to journey there today. Because she’d have to admit that, despite her very best efforts, she’d failed. 

         
         It was several miles from St. James’s to Kensington, where the Benezra was located, but she always preferred walking to riding
            in carriages or hackneys. Her best thinking was done on her feet, which was why she’d developed a rather unladylike musculature
            in her legs. She didn’t mind having strong legs, though, since it was a testament to the amount of thinking she engaged in.
         

         
         Yet with each step along Knightsbridge, and past Hyde Park on the Kensington Road, all her mind could conjure up was the disastrous
            meeting with Sir William.
         

         
         By the time she reached the library’s columned portico, her shoulders drooped and she felt as though she’d dragged her heart
            in an iron cage for the past three miles.
         

         
         She climbed the steps, pushed open the heavy door, and entered the foyer. The Benezra had once been a private home, with many
            of the interior walls removed to make room for the shelves and shelves of books, though columns had been added to support
            the weight of the floor above. Many people sat at long tables for studying. Tabitha greeted the scholars with silent nods
            as she made her way to the circulation desk.
         

         
         “Good afternoon,” she said to Chima Okafor, the head librarian, when he looked at her expectantly. “Is everyone here?”

         
         “The others are waiting in the study room.” The Igbo language gave Chima’s words a melodic intonation. He studied her face, but she hoped her expression didn’t fully give away her low mood. “Shall we go see them?” 

         
         When she nodded, Chima motioned for Mr. Pagett to take his place behind the desk. Together, she and the head librarian walked
            together to the study room tucked into the far corner of the building. Her maid selected a book with copious illustrations
            of the celestial spheres and sat at one of the tables, as she often did whenever her mistress visited the Benezra. Olive was
            especially fascinated by constellations.
         

         
         Three more eager faces met her when she entered the study room. Her heart felt as though someone had wrapped heavy chains
            around it.
         

         
         “That’s a gloomy expression,” Diana Goldstein said, peering at Tabitha’s face. “Wouldn’t you say, Iris?” She turned to the
            freckled woman seated beside her.
         

         
         “I’ve seen storm clouds that look more cheerful, my love,” Iris Kemble confirmed, taking Diana’s hand in hers and giving it
            a squeeze. To the outside word, Iris, a former governess, and Diana, a widow who worked at her family’s optical shop, were
            merely good friends who shared a cozy home in Bloomsbury. Yet within this trusted circle of friends, they could be more overt
            in showing their romantic affection for each other.
         

         
         “I would never sail through such a storm,” Arjun Singh added with a grim nod. A retired lascar, Arjun spoke with authority
            about all matters nautical. He and Chima waited for Tabitha to sit before taking their own seats.
         

         
         As concisely as possible, Tabitha related the unproductive conversation with Sir William. While she spoke, the faces of her friends grew more and more despondent, until she said heavily, “He was quite clear that, as an unmarried woman, I’d have no chance at being admitted to the Sterling Society.” 

         
         “But . . .” Diana appeared both puzzled and angry, which, given her usual even temperament, indicated how upset she was. “Your
            notebook, and all your wonderful ideas . . .”
         

         
         “Might as well be lyrics to a nursery nonsense song. Sir William was obdurate.”

         
         Grim silence met this statement, and she resisted the impulse to drop her head into her hands, though it was a struggle.

         
         “The Sterling Society is soon to consult with the top members of Parliament on the upcoming education bill,” Chima said despondently.
            “The one that would provide funding for schools in growing urban areas.”
         

         
         Tabitha’s hope had been to join the Society so she could advise on that bill. It would be voted on in three months, which
            hadn’t given her much time to join the organization. But she had to try.
         

         
         Try she did—and failed.

         
         “I’m so terribly sorry.” She swallowed hard. “I’ve let you all down.”

         
         The others were quick to assure her that she hadn’t done any such thing, but she knew the truth. Her goal was to become the first female admitted to the group, and to make her voice heard when it came to the extremely important education bill. Once she was established within the Sterling Society, she could make the way easier for other people to join the influential organization. People like Diana, Iris, Arjun, and Chima. As the Sterling Society was comprised entirely of white, wealthy Christian men, it hardly seemed to be representative of the greater world, and yet these men were making decisions that affected many people. As the daughter of a viscount, Tabitha had the best chance out of all of her friends to gain entry to the Sterling Society. 

         
         If she’d been granted admittance, she could show the members how important it was to include all voices in their discussions and proposals. Especially with the clock ticking on this critical bill. Yet Sir William had crushed
            that prospect as if it was an empty walnut shell beneath the heel of his shoe.
         

         
         “He did say that he might consider a woman for membership if she was married?” Arjun asked thoughtfully.
         

         
         “He did,” Tabitha said.

         
         “Don’t look at either of us,” Iris said with a wry smile.

         
         Four sets of eyes turned to Tabitha.

         
         She stared back in alarm as worry danced through her limbs. “My Season was eight years ago and I’m surprised that broadsides
            weren’t written about what an unmitigated disaster it was. I wouldn’t doubt that children sang songs about it in the lane.”
         

         
         “An exaggeration, surely,” Chima said, his eyes kind. “Such a charming, intelligent young woman must have had a bounty of
            suitors.”
         

         
         “What’s valued in women beyond the doors of the Benezra is not what’s valued amongst the ton,” she answered grimly. “And tall
            women with a fondness for philosophical and theoretical discourse rank precisely at the bottom of qualities that are celebrated.”
         

         
         During her single Season, she’d never been asked to dance. Not once. She wasn’t and would never be part of that world, so
            it had stung, but not terribly.
         

         
         The greatest wounding had come from someone who was just as much an outsider as she was. She’d naively believed that she’d
            possessed enough appeal that Charles would’ve considered her his ideal mate. Yet even there, she had fallen short.
         

         
         She swallowed around the knot that suddenly formed in her throat. This wasn’t the time to indulge in a display of unwanted
            emotion. Yet it was a strange quality about past hurts—you could move through life fully convinced that they had no power
            over you, and yet all it took was a word and you were plunged back into the worst moment of your existence.
         

         
         “England is a most absurd country,” Arjun said, resulting in nods from the others in the study room. “And the weather is terrible.
            But my wife and children are most attached to it here, and I’m rather fond of the company at the Benezra.”
         

         
         Warm smiles were shared around the table. Here, within the walls of Leonidas Benezra’s library, you could find understanding
            and companionship when there were many in the outside world who offered neither, only exclusion.
         

         
         Iris murmured, “As you so often say to us, Tabitha, you are capable of great things. We’re all certain that you’ll find a
            way.”
         

         
         The knot in Tabitha’s throat eased. She looked around the table, regarding each of her friends. Diana had extensive knowledge of Jewish philosophical texts. Iris wrote on the subject of the ethos of the sciences. Arjun’s distinct concern dealt with governance under England’s zeal for empire, and Chima focused on the rich cultural and philosophical traditions of the Igbo people. 

         
         She herself was fascinated by the measures it would take to create a more balanced perspective in canonical works. As a viscount’s
            daughter, she had a privilege that few of her friends had. She had to use what measure of power she possessed to allow more
            voices to be heard.
         

         
         The path ahead of her was clear. Her spine firmed, even though anxiety churned in her belly. That was merely emotion, and
            what had emotion ever gained her but misery? No, she’d lock her fear and uncertainty into a lead-lined coffer, and forge ahead.
         

         
         “I’m going to do something that will make my mother very happy.” She stood, and Chima and Arjun also got to their feet. “I
            shall finally find myself a husband.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         “I’m as unfamiliar with a place like this as a rich man is unfamiliar with an almshouse,” Finn muttered as he and Dom stood
            in the corner of the Earl of Blakemere’s ballroom.
         

         
         Multiple chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceiling, casting glittering light over the dance floor filled with jeweled ladies
            and polished gentlemen. They were the sort of respectable people he studiously avoided. More highly virtuous guests enacted
            curious rituals of bows and curtseys and polite talk. It all served merely as glossy lamination over venal motives.
         

         
         “They serve stronger drink at an almshouse.” Dom disgustedly eyed his cup of punch. “What the hell is in this?”

         
         “Virgins’ tears and lemonade.” The night would have been far more enjoyable if he’d been able to retreat to his favorite gambling
            hells—at least there, he knew most of the people, and no one looked at him with thinly veiled mistrust. Gamblers knew everyone carried the seeds of dishonesty within them, and, consequently, there was a kind of freedom in believing everyone was out
            to rob you.
         

         
         Finn never cheated. He’d no need for such tactics.

         
         He couldn’t blame the lords and ladies for their suspicion, though. After all, he and Kieran and Dom made themselves scarce
            from sanctioned gatherings, and the few times that they had been in attendance, excessive drinking and inappropriate behavior
            followed. There had been one time at a ball when he and Kieran had challenged each other to see how many flowers they could
            filch from ladies’ hairstyles. And there may have been a time—though whisky had muddled the edges of that memory—where Finn
            had raced Dom down some stairs on a pair of Axminster rugs.
         

         
         Kieran had been fortunate, or cunning, enough to have Celeste Kilburn rehabilitate his reputation as a rake. Perhaps Finn
            should have asked his brother’s fiancée to work the same magic for him. Yet he’d been too anxious to get this whole match Dom with Tabitha Seaton gambit underway to make the request, and so he had plunged ahead by attending the Earl and Countess of Blakemere’s ball in
            the hope of crossing Miss Seaton’s path.
         

         
         “I don’t know what this gel looks like,” Dom grumbled, as if aware of Finn’s thoughts. “Can’t keep watch for her.”

         
         “I’m not certain she’s made an appearance yet.” Finn scanned the ballroom, but no woman had Miss Seaton’s unusual height,
            or way of holding herself at a slight remove, as if analyzing the events around her to determine whether or not they were
            worthwhile.
         

         
         “Has the major domo announced Miss Tabitha Seaton?” Finn asked a passing footman. For good measure, Finn set his punch cup down on the servant’s tray and grabbed a flute of sparkling wine. It was surprisingly good wine, but then, the earl and countess had a reputation for excellent hospitality. 

         
         Dom also gave the footman his punch cup, and took two flutes, which he downed in quick succession.

         
         “Yes, sir,” the footman answered. “She came in half an hour ago. Haven’t seen her since her arrival.”

         
         Finn put a shilling on the servant’s tray. The footman bowed his thanks before pocketing the coin and moving on to other guests.

         
         “Here but not here,” Finn said thoughtfully.

         
         “In the retiring room?” Dom speculated.

         
         “Let us pray she’s no need of the retiring room for a full thirty minutes. No, she’s somewhere in this house . . . but where?”

         
         What little he knew of Miss Seaton could be contained in a needle case. Still, the first and last time he’d met her, she’d
            had a book with her, which meant that she wasn’t precisely enamored of the company at balls.
         

         
         “I’ve a very good idea where she might be,” he said to Dom. “Wait here. If my instincts are correct, I’ll return directly
            with the lady.”
         

         
         “Don’t leave me here alone.” Dom, tall as a draft horse and broad as a barge, held a hint of panic in his voice.

         
         “Nothing’s going to happen,” Finn soothed him.

         
         “What if . . . they make me dance?”

         
         “Think of it like a barroom brawl, with only slightly less violence.”

         
         With a reassuring chuck of his fist to Dom’s shoulder, Finn strode away. He skirted the edge of the dance floor, just as he skirted the edge of respectability, and moved out into a corridor. His steps faltered only once, when he passed the cardroom, yet he cast but one longing look in its direction before continuing on. The play wouldn’t be deep enough here, anyway. 

         
         Though he had never been in Blakemere’s home before, it stood to reason that the place he sought would be found on this floor.
            As he walked, he fell into step several paces behind two young women. They fanned themselves and spoke in low, eager voices
            about people he didn’t know and things he didn’t care about.
         

         
         “I could have sworn I saw Lady Georgette dancing twice with Mr. Devaney,” the blonde woman said excitedly.
         

         
         “She would never,” her companion insisted. This girl had a crown of diamonds woven into her brown hair, which would have made
            a handsome bet. “For one thing, Mr. Devaney is only worth two thousand a year.”
         

         
         “And Lady Georgette won’t flutter her eyelashes for less than four thousand.”

         
         To Finn’s surprise, the two young ladies walked through a set of double doors, which was where he had intended to go. He followed
            at a respectful distance, entering the chamber behind them.
         

         
         The women drew up short. “This isn’t the ladies’ retiring room,” the blonde said in consternation.

         
         “It’s a library,” her friend added with disgust.
         

         
         Indeed, it was a most splendid library—if one liked such places. The room was ringed with abundantly stocked bookshelves,
            and there were so many volumes that they were piled onto every available surface, forming stacks on chairs and tables. Clearly,
            the earl and countess enjoyed their books.
         

         
         Though this was where he had intended to go, unease still worked its way through Finn’s muscles. The instinct to turn and run sent currents of electricity along his limbs, but he made himself remain in the room as he breathed in and out. They were just books, after all, inanimate objects that could not, on their own, hurt him. 

         
         The women cast him a curious glance, so he feigned interest in the bookshelves, perusing their contents. “Ah,” he mused aloud,
            “a rare first edition of Wilhelm Schnitzel’s treatise on drainage systems.”
         

         
         This seemed to deter the women from paying him any mind, so they turned away, which suited him very well. His true focus was
            on the library’s only other occupant.
         

         
         She was here.
         

         
         Surely the throb of his pulse was from triumph. His instincts in locating her had proven correct—that was the only reason
            he felt any kind of excitement in seeing Tabitha Seaton again.
         

         
         She stood close to the table, her nose buried in the book she held.

         
         “Who’s this?” the blonde asked. She and her companion walked deeper into the chamber.

         
         “Miss Seaton, I believe?” Diamond crown said with curiosity.

         
         The woman in question looked up in alarm, evidently caught by surprise. “Oh—I thought—Well. Good evening.”

         
         The two young ladies approached Miss Seaton. As they did so, Finn edged nearer, still pretending to be absorbed in examining
            the books on the shelves.
         

         
         With Miss Seaton’s attention focused primarily on the girls, he had an opportunity to regard her without being rude.

         
         Her deep brown hair was primly pinned up without any stray tendrils to curl beguilingly around her angular face—he’d forgotten that she had a slight cleft in her chin—and her stormy blue-gray eyes were wide with apprehension. He hadn’t remembered that she possessed a rather captivating mouth, full and pink. 

         
         What would it be like to kiss that mouth? Her lips might be soft and yielding, or assertive and commanding.

         
         The deuce? There was no reason why he should speculate on kissing her.
         

         
         As if aware of the direction of his thoughts, her perceptive gaze arrowed to his.

         
         A quick, hot thrill ran the length of his body.

         
         Her eyes widened. Did she feel it, too—this sudden, unexpected jolt of awareness? Impossible. It was the sort of thing poets
            wrote about but no one ever actually experienced. Certainly, Finn didn’t. And not with someone so completely unlike him as Tabitha Seaton.
         

         
         “That must be quite a naughty book you’re reading, Miss Seaton,” the brunette said with a giggle. “Look how she hides it from
            us, Harriet.”
         

         
         Miss Seaton held the volume to her chest, as if she was indeed trying to keep the other women from examining it too closely.

         
         Perhaps the bluestocking had been caught reading one of the Lady of Dubious Quality’s racy tomes. An unexpected, intriguing
            display of passion.
         

         
         “What do you think the book could be, Flora?” the blonde asked. She and her friend leaned close to get a look at the volume’s
            spine.
         

         
         “Nothing of note,” Miss Seaton said. Her pleasantly husky voice trailed along Finn’s nape. She quickly shut the book and stuck it amongst the piles of texts on the table behind her. It was clear she hoped that it would be impossible to identify which one it was amongst all the other tomes with similar covers. 

         
         Finn’s eye went right to it.

         
         She stepped away from the table. It appeared she was attempting to draw the girls’ attention to something else. And it worked,
            to a point. Harriet and Flora’s focus remained on her.
         

         
         Still, if the two young ladies did identify which book Miss Seaton had been reading, it might prove disastrous. Though Finn didn’t have much commerce with the
            world of the ton, he understood enough about it to realize that gossip could work quickly and devastatingly. If Miss Seaton
            had been reading an erotic novel in the earl and countess’s library during a ball, it would be calamitous for her good standing.
         

         
         The young ladies advanced on Miss Seaton, like wolves stalking prey.

         
         “Was it a French novel?” Flora asked in a wheedling voice. “You can tell us. We promise not to tell anyone. Will we, Harriet?”

         
         “Not a soul,” the other girl said without an ounce
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