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            October 1817

London, England

         

         Tommy Wynchester strolled off one of the many boats docked at Billingsgate and melted into the marketplace. The smell of the water permeated the crisp air, as did the cacophony of voices, punctuated by the cries of vendors hawking fish, crabs, and countless other treats and treasures.

         It was the perfect place for a boatman to disappear.

         From the busy stalls clustered along the dock, a gentleman emerged. The brim of his hat was pulled down low against the chill autumn wind, but Tommy didn’t need to see his face to recognize him. Tall and rugged. Black hair and bronze skin. An annoying habit of quoting dramatically from the morning scandal columns when one was trying to eat one’s breakfast.

         “You got it?” Graham murmured when their elbows were close enough to touch.

         “Of course.” She slid him the package.

         He continued on.

         In moments, Tommy’s brother had vanished into the milling crowd, slipperier than the eels hawked beside the water. He might have a horse tied to a post somewhere under guard. Or he might scale the brick in a narrow alleyway, choosing to race across rooftops instead of slog through the congested street traffic.

         Tommy’s part in the mission was over. She could relax and give up the life of a boatman. And she knew just where to begin: the Clams & Cockles Inn.

         Two women sat in wicker chairs at Tommy’s favorite table overlooking the water. The diminutive blond one with the faraway expression and the clumps of red paint in her hair was Tommy’s sister Marjorie. The woman with the sharp green eyes and a sturdy sword stick was Tommy’s sister Elizabeth.

         The only one missing was Chloe.

         Tommy and Chloe had been inseparable from the moment they’d met at the orphanage. Tommy had been little more than a toddler. They’d grown up together, first as orphans with side-by-side cots and then as wards of the eccentric Baron Vanderbean.

         But Chloe had married a duke. She had new responsibilities and was no longer free to join in her siblings’ exploits, no matter how much Tommy missed her.

         “Where are they?” she asked as she took her seat.

         “Any minute now.” Elizabeth’s fingers caressed a brass handle in the shape of a serpent.

         “Your oysters!” sang out a lusty voice. A serving girl placed a brimming basket in the center of the table, along with a tankard of ale for Tommy.

         “You are the best sisters,” Tommy said fervently, and reached for the oysters.

         “And you’re the worst,” Elizabeth grumbled. “I wish I could swill pints of ale in public without receiving disapproving looks from passersby.”

         “Hit them with your sword stick,” Marjorie suggested. “Judging strangers is rude.”

         “Or become a boatman,” Tommy said between bites, careful to face her sister when she spoke. It was difficult for Marjorie to hear over the noise of a crowd. “No one pays any mind to what we do.”

         “You are not a boatman,” Elizabeth reminded her. “You are playing a role.”

         “Were playing,” Marjorie corrected, her voice loud and pointed.

         Tommy’s many temporary roles did feel like playing a game. She loved each while it lasted, but was always glad to remove her costume and be herself.

         “Did you find the fish spinster of your dreams?” Elizabeth asked.

         “I was working,” Tommy reminded her. “There will be time to look for love later.”

         “Liar,” Elizabeth said. “You stopped looking the moment you laid eyes on—”

         “Shush.” Tommy felt her neck flush. “Wynchesters meddle in other people’s business. Not mine.”

         Marjorie brightened. “And Graham?”

         Relieved by the change in topic, Tommy waved her hand toward the buildings on the other side of the market. “He’s off saving the day. Tonight, a father will finally reunite with his family. Thank you for the forgery, by the way.”

         “Always my pleasure,” Marjorie replied primly.

         “I could have gone on the boat with you,” said Elizabeth. “I could have bludgeoned villains or poked holes in them with my blade.”

         “No poking necessary,” Tommy assured her. “I would have signaled if we needed you.”

         “The signal wasn’t badgers this time, was it?” Marjorie asked.

         Tommy shook her head. “Polecats.”

         “Polecats,” Marjorie repeated. “Should I ask, or is it better for me to remain in blissful ignorance?”

         “Blissful ignorance,” Elizabeth answered with feeling. “I don’t even want to know how Jacob managed to train a polecat.”

         Each of the Wynchesters possessed unique talents that helped them to aid the downtrodden and the desperate. The siblings’ methods might have been unorthodox…or at times, a wee bit illegal…but at the end of the day, faith was restored to those who had lost hope, and justice was served.

         What could work up a better appetite than that?

         “Do you ever tire of being someone new?” Marjorie asked.

         “Never,” Tommy answered without hesitation.

         She loved the cool wind whipping through her short brown hair and the cozy warmth of the linen cravat tied about her neck. She also adored swinging a heavy hammer at an anvil, blustering along as a myopic old woman, or mincing about as a helpless maiden.

         Two decades ago, as a skinny six-year-old lying in a narrow cot in an orphanage, Tommy had dreamed about what sort of person she might become or what post she might hold when she grew up.

         She never imagined the answer would be all of them!

         One summer, rich, reclusive Baron Vanderbean had plucked six orphans from poverty and turned them into a family. He had given them a new direction and changed their lives forever.

         It had been fifteen months since Bean had died. Tommy still missed him every day. But the Wynchester siblings carried on, doing their part to improve the lives of others, the way Bean had once done for them.

         “What role haven’t you played?” asked Marjorie.

         “Prince Regent,” Elizabeth said before Tommy could answer. “That I’d like to see.”

         “Or a princess,” suggested Marjorie. “You have so many pretty wigs. You’d make a fetching Balcovian heiress.”

         “Pah,” said Tommy. “I had my fill of flirting with fops and aristocrats the night of my wretched come-out ball.” Proper debutante Miss Thomasina had been Tommy’s least favorite role. One she would not be reprising. “I feel sorry for Chloe having to be the Duchess of Faircliffe now, poor thing. I would never mingle with Polite Society for fun.”

         Elizabeth’s smile was wicked. “Not for…anyone?”

         Tommy popped an oyster into her mouth to avoid responding.

         “She would,” Marjorie whispered to Elizabeth.

         “I know she would,” Elizabeth whispered back. “If a certain someone asked her to.”

         Tommy glared at them both, unable to snap I can hear you talking about me without likewise showing herself capable of responding to her meddling sisters’ impertinent opinions.

         She ate another oyster instead.

         Elizabeth and Marjorie exchanged smug grins, as if Tommy had bared her soul.
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         Today was Miss Philippa York’s very favorite day.

         Thursday. The day of her weekly gathering of bookish-and-proud-of-it ladies, and a welcome respite to the monotony of being what her mother wanted.

         Philippa strode into the large, sunny parlor that doubled as her private library. Her personal quarters were too small to house her collection, so this was where her friends met. Their conversations spanned a variety of topics, and it was always best to have the book one needed in easy reach.

         Philippa adored everything about her collection: the differences in size, weight, colors, content, and of course, the inimitable smell of old pages. She loved the joy of acquiring a new volume she had not yet read, and she loved in equal measure the infinite comfort of rereading a cherished keepsake whose spine opened to all the best parts. She even loved spending a lazy morning reorganizing: this month, by color, next month by size and shape.

         And yet…sometimes she longed for more.

         Adventure. Excitement. Being part of a grand story in real life, rather than only on the pages of a book.

         Striding quickly, Philippa verified that the two dozen plush bergères were arranged in the usual oval. Her guests would arrive at any moment and she wanted everything to be just so.

         Philippa’s mother appeared in the open doorway. She cast a disapproving look about the carefully prepared parlor. “Remember, I shan’t offer your friends a formal tea until you take your duty seriously. They can stay for one hour, and not a moment longer.”

         This was Philippa’s punishment for failing to marry the Duke of Faircliffe when she’d had the opportunity. Mother would never forgive her. Faircliffe was everything Mrs. York had hoped and schemed for all these years: a lord interested in her daughter.

         And Philippa still held out hope that if she said and did the right things, her parents would come to appreciate her for more than the social connections her future husband would bring.

         Though the Yorks’ textiles fortune marked them nouveau riche, they lived in a prominent town house on exclusive Grosvenor Square in fashionable Mayfair. Philippa’s father was an important MP in the House of Commons. Their family was highly respected within the beau monde.

         Even Philippa possessed her own significant inheritance from her maternal grandparents.

         The only thing they lacked was a title.

         This was Philippa’s one job, and she had botched it. Her parents would remain unhappy with her until she corrected her misstep.

         “No formal tea.” She gave a sharp nod. “I remember.”

         Despite Mother’s displeasure, the sideboard contained libations and a tray of cucumber sandwiches. Mother was too irritated with her daughter to allow a more extravagant repast in the formal dining room, but nor could she have gossips claim that respectable Mrs. York had failed in her duty as a hostess. While Mother disapproved of some of the company Philippa kept, a few of the members were Important Ladies, and Mother would never dream of offending them.

         Stricter parents would not have indulged Philippa’s interests at all. Her passion for books and learning was horribly unfashionable. Mother undoubtedly regretted allowing her daughter a truly generous five seasons to make her match.

         And now Philippa’s time was up.

         “One hour,” Mother repeated. “You’ll not have a single additional moment of amusement until you attract—and accept—a suitor your father and I both deem satisfactory. He must be a prominent figure in the House of Lords, or at least eligible. Your father needs stronger allies. This is your duty, Philippa. No more fun until you accomplish it.”

         Philippa’s parents rarely agreed on anything…except this.

         “No fun allowed,” she murmured. “I remember.”

         It was difficult to forget, with the constant reminders.

         Ever since Philippa’s come-out, most conversations with her mother centered on which lords were the most marriageable, and how Philippa should best go about catching one of them.

         To be fair, her parents very much did their part. Not only did they try to be respectable and unobjectionable in every way themselves, but they had also granted their daughter a dowry large enough to purchase a small kingdom.

         The problem was not a lack of offers. Philippa’s father scarcely had time to prepare his parliamentary speeches with the endless river of fortune hunters eager to spend Philippa’s dowry.

         The problem was a lack of titled suitors. Her parents would have her marry a block of wood, as long as it possessed a coronet. A title in the family would lift everyone’s social status and provide much-needed connections for her father’s political career. The rest of the details were immaterial.

         The other problem…was Philippa.

         She did not wish to marry a man interested only in her money. Worse, Philippa was dreadful at flirting and liable to scare off a boast-worthy match before he could offer. Bad enough that she was a bluestocking, which repelled fashionable gentlemen at first whiff. She also had no taste, according to Mother. More precisely, Philippa had no interest in starting a romance with any man she’d ever met.

         Not that she was naïve enough to believe in a love match. This was business. Her family’s future depended on Philippa’s marital success.

         According to both parents, the best thing for all parties was to let the elder generation secure an impressive, titled suitor. All Philippa had to do was say yes and I do when instructed, and her parents and the groom would live happily ever after.

         “I was thinking,” said Mother. This was never a good sign. “I could limit your access to this parlor only to the days when your reading circle is in session.”

         “What?” Philippa burst out in unconcealed horror.

         Her personal sanctuary—and the books it contained—was her only escape.

         She moved in front of the glass case containing her prized collection of illuminated manuscripts, as though blocking them from her mother’s view would likewise erase their existence from her mother’s mind.

         Philippa fully intended to sneak a few volumes to her bedchamber before Mother locked her out of the parlor.

         “You already forbade further literary acquisitions until I am back on the marriage mart,” Philippa reminded her. “It is not my fault that the new season won’t begin until Parliament reopens in January.”

         “Humph.” Mother looked unimpressed with this logic.

         Mother was always unimpressed with logic.

         Philippa was just relieved to have fourteen-and-a-half more weeks of glorious spinsterhood.

         “Perhaps your weekly reading circle should become fortnightly until you’ve an acceptable lord on the line,” Mother said.

         “Again,” Philippa said as patiently as she could. “It is astonishingly difficult to fish for lords when London has yet to stock the lake. The season will begin in three months. Surely that’s soon enough to—”

         Voices sounded down the corridor.

         Philippa relaxed. She adored her witty, clever friends. Being limited to a mere hour of their company once a week was punishment enough. Losing a single minute more was unthinkable.

         “They’re here,” she said. “May we please continue this discussion another time?”

         Her mother’s expression could best be described as disgruntled, but the excited voices were already drawing closer.

         Philippa and her mother had not heard the rap of the knocker, because Underwood took his post as butler seriously. He held the door open for all ladies before they reached the threshold. After four-and-a-half years of weekly reunions, the ladies did not require any guidance to the familiar parlor.

         Having all her friends descend upon her at once was the best moment of Philippa’s week, and her mother was literally blocking the path.

         “Very well,” Mother said. “But only because Lady Eunice has arrived.”

         Philippa gave a tight nod.

         Mother had long made it clear that titled guests like Lady Eunice not only outranked Philippa in society, but were also more important than Philippa in her own home. Thus, the reading circle continued to happen because Lady Eunice wished it to happen.

         Not because it brought happiness or comfort to Mother’s sole offspring.

         Mother stepped from the doorway into the corridor and let out a squeal as though she had just noticed the sounds of guests approaching.

         “Why, Lady Eunice, don’t you look stunning today? I believe we have a bottle of your favorite Madeira. And Miss Kimball, how was your sister’s wedding? Oh, that’s just lovely. In you go, in you go. I must post myself at the door to greet the next guests.”

         With that, Mother fluttered down the hall and out of sight.

         Philippa’s friends bounced into the room like tumbling marbles. About two dozen ladies occasionally attended the reading circle, but her five closest friends never missed a meeting. It was all Philippa could do not to hug each of them tight.

         Today, Lady Eunice was exquisite in a long-sleeved day dress trimmed in seed pearls, her auburn hair impeccably styled with face-framing ringlets. At the word “Madeira,” she headed straight to the sideboard.

         Pink-cheeked Sybil, the group’s queen of lists and schedules, pushed her spectacles up her button nose and reviewed her notes before determining which cake she was allowing herself to indulge in today.

         Gorgeous Florentia was next, with her beautiful light brown skin and a spray of freckles across her nose and apple cheeks. She pushed her springy black ringlets out of her face and peered about the room, assuring herself all was as it should be.

         Gracie dashed into the room with windswept hair and wrinkles in the Mameluke sleeves of her mint green dress, yet still looked stunning as always. She pointed at the clock in the corner and crowed with delight.

         “What? Miss Gracie Kimball arrived early to an appointment?” Florentia clutched her hands to her bosom. “Pinch me, for I fear I am dreaming!”

         “I’ve been on time ever since we’ve been limited to a single hour,” Gracie protested.

         The others gazed at her in silence.

         “Mostly on time,” Gracie amended. “I would have been early last week, were it not for a certain flirtatious Mr.—”

         “Shh,” Philippa whispered, tilting her head toward the open doorway. “If Mother hears flirting took place at an event I failed to attend…”

         They’d caught her mother listening through the keyhole on multiple occasions.

         Gracie lowered her voice. “Sybil, you have the chart. Are we meant to be speaking in French or Latin?”

         “Greek,” said Florentia.

         “Classic Greek,” Sybil corrected, shaking a finger at Florentia. “None of your hijinks, young lady.”

         Florentia affected an angelic expression and widened her eyes innocently.

         Philippa’s heart warmed. She loved that her friends weren’t just bookish, but unabashedly so. Between them, the ladies spoke several languages and boasted a comprehensive understanding of many subjects. Speaking of sensitive matters in code was no problem at all.

         While Philippa’s obsession centered on physical manuscripts, other friends reveled in the knowledge that books contained. Botany, medicine, forging armor, currying leather—topics for which men had clubs and livery companies and Royal Societies, but from which women were banned altogether.

         Females’ poor, delicate brains could not possibly withstand big, actual thoughts.

         Philippa longed to be included. So she’d created her own society. A sisterhood of women as curious and intelligent as any man.

         And instead of dedicating themselves to any one thing, they covered hundreds of things. Every month featured different books. It might be a delightfully torrid novel, a detailed tome on the inner workings of the Leyden jar condenser, or the latest theories and applications of chemistry.

         These were the best and cleverest women of Philippa’s acquaintance. The friends had become a family. She would do everything in her power to keep the group together.

         Even marry the fusty old titled bore her parents selected for her.
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         Must be the right place,” quavered an ancient voice from the doorway. “This room smells like old books and expensive wine.”

         Philippa was pleased to see Chloe and her unruly, white-haired great-aunt Wynchester enter the parlor. One might presume Philippa and Chloe would be on acrimonious terms because Chloe had stolen the duke Philippa was supposed to marry.

         One would be wrong.

         Philippa was eternally grateful not to have to wed a man whose ambivalence to their union matched her own. The new Duchess and Duke of Faircliffe had wanted to marry each other.

         If Philippa ruled the world, that would be the only requirement for marriage.

         “Do you want to know a secret?” Gracie whispered, her eyes bright and shining. “I’m to be an aunt!”

         Cries of delight and congratulations filled the parlor.

         “I cannot wait until it’s me,” Gracie said with a happy sigh. “Just think. A husband…a wedding night…a house full of babies…”

         None of those ideas sounded appealing to Philippa.

         She knew that made her strange, even among a group of lady outcasts. They were ladies, and many women wanted certain things. Such as being pawed by the same man for eternity, or filling a peaceful house full of crying babies.

         It was fine to want those things. Why wasn’t it also fine not to want them?

         “Don’t worry,” said Florentia. “At the rate you’re flirting, you’ll find yourself at the altar soon enough.”

         “I hope so,” Gracie said. “That’s why I do it.”

         It was also a fair part of why Philippa didn’t do it. Not only was she horrid at the art of flirting, she had no interest in the inevitable outcome. She could look at a person and objectively acknowledge his attractiveness, but no manly face had ever inspired a passion any more profound than a pretty flower or a beautiful sunset.

         She was not the only woman in the world reluctant to wed and bear children. But her friends at least seemed passingly interested in the “pleasurable” bits. Philippa had lost count of the rakes Gracie had danced with or kissed. Florentia pretended to be brash, but she could banter flirtatiously with the best of them. Philippa had been slobbered upon in the shadows a few times and did not care to repeat the experience.

         Her most memorable moment during the Faircliffe end-of-season gala had been when a tall, slender young lady with pretty brown eyes marched across the dance floor to Philippa, stared her in the face for the space of a heartbeat, then flushed and ran away.

         Philippa had wished she could run away, too. She dreamed of running away.

         But she stayed because of her friends.

         “We should get started,” she announced. Not everyone had arrived, but they were already fifteen minutes late and Philippa didn’t want to run out of time. “Have you all decided if you’ll be sponsoring a community library?”

         Philippa had thrown herself into charity work ever since she gained her majority and control over her maternal inheritance. This was the project she was most passionate about: installing a small library in every neighborhood in London. The acquisition of books was cost-prohibitive for all but the wealthy, but Philippa strongly felt that knowledge and entertainment should be available to all.

         Jessica lifted a leather bag. “I brought a few new children’s primers for the first round.”

         “I’ll help you add them to the wall of donations,” said Florentia. “I’ve got things in the order I like them, and—”

         Damaris burst into the parlor and shut the door behind her. “I’m here!”

         Philippa hurried over to stuff a handkerchief in the keyhole before her mother returned to spy on them.

         “We’re to speak Welsh, are we?” quavered Great-Aunt Wynchester.

         “Greek,” said Florentia.

         “Ancient Greek,” corrected Sybil.

         “I’ll say this in English,” Damaris said, “because I don’t care who hears me. My uncle Captain Northrup can go to the devil and take his fancy title with him.”

         Philippa frowned. “What happened?”

         Sybil leaned closer to Philippa, voice low. “You didn’t hear about Damaris’s uncle? It was in the morning papers.”

         “He’s being ‘honored’—” Lady Eunice began.

         “—for his ‘cleverness’—” Gracie interrupted.

         “—in stealing Damaris’s ideas,” Florentia finished.

         “Before the first day of the season,” Sybil said in a rush, “Parliament shall bestow a viscountcy upon Captain Northrup. The Prince Regent will christen a chamber of the Royal Military Academy in Woolwich the ‘Northrup Salon’ to honor Northrup’s entire family.”

         “Not his entire family,” Damaris muttered.

         “Only the ‘important’ ones,” Gracie said.

         Over two centuries ago, Sir Reginald Northrup, one of Captain Northrup’s ancestors, had created a semi-popular quartet of illuminated manuscripts, gorgeously hand-lettered on fine paper and decorated with large, intricate initials at the top of the text.

         Philippa’s collection contained only one illustrated volume of Sir Reginald’s collected tales of English chivalry. The complete four-book set was rare to find. The binding on the volume Philippa owned was barely hanging on, which was how Damaris had first got the idea to—

         “Oh no,” Philippa breathed. “Not your cipher!”

         Damaris nodded miserably. “My cipher.”

         Four years ago, Damaris had brought a family heirloom to the reading circle: a bright, colorful volume collecting dust in her uncle’s library. Leaves and pomegranates and flamboyant swirls decorated the gilded cover. The exterior edges of the pages likewise illustrated with half-moons of abstract swirls amid fruits and ivy. The interior was absolutely stunning. Though the style was identical, Philippa’s was a different volume, and in poorer condition.

         Damaris created a cipher, using her uncle’s rare manuscript of chivalric tales as a base. She taught the code to the others, only for the group to lose interest when it proved impossible to decipher without having the illuminated manuscript at hand to use as the key.

         “When we stopped using the cipher, I hated to see something so elegant fall into disuse. I showed the idea to Uncle Northrup and explained how it was uniquely suited to Sir Reginald’s quartet of chivalric tales, due to their astonishing uniformity, as well as the abundance and variability of—”

         “English, you said,” barked Great-Aunt Wynchester.

         “Yes. Thank you. I explained to Uncle Northrup as best I could and said the Crown might be well served by encoding messages in such a fashion. Uncle didn’t seem to think much of my suggestion or my cipher, and that was the last we spoke of it. He left for the battlefield again less than a week later. I forgot all about it until this morning.”

         Chloe lifted the lid to the wicker basket dangling from her arm and handed Philippa a folded broadsheet. “This is the article.”

         “Front page,” Philippa said as she unfolded it. “Not the scandal columns.”

         “It ought to be a scandal,” Sybil said fiercely.

         Philippa shook out the clipping.

         Indeed, CAPTAIN NORTHRUP IS A HERO was printed across the top of the first page.

         “It’s not fair,” said Lady Eunice. “He plagiarized his grand idea.”

         “Since it was Damaris’s grand idea,” said Sybil, “it should be Damaris’s credit. And viscountcy. And royal celebration on the first day of the season.”

         “We shan’t allow this theft to stand.” Philippa turned to Chloe. “Your family has a long history of doing the impossible to seek justice for those who have no other recourse. Can you help us prevent Northrup from reaping rewards that rightfully belong to Damaris? I will happily take part in any scheme to stop him.”

         Chloe opened her mouth.

         The door to the parlor swung open, sending the handkerchief falling from the keyhole.

         Philippa’s mother swept in, clapping her hands together. “Well, I hope you’ve had a lovely meeting. I’ll see you all next week. This way to the door, if you please.”

         “Mother—what—” Philippa hurried to block her. “It hasn’t been an hour yet. Damaris barely arrived fifteen minutes ago!”

         Mother lifted her chin. “An hour has passed since the first carriage arrived. You and Miss Urqhart should learn to heed the clock.”

         “Mrs. York, this is important.” Sybil held up the broadsheet. “We’re discussing a wartime cipher—”

         “If you bluestockings want to fathom out difficult puzzles, then find Philippa a husband who won’t embarrass the family,” Mother interrupted. “I don’t want to hear a single word about anything else until next Thursday afternoon, at which time you will have precisely one hour to bore each other silly.”

         The ladies exchanged glances.

         “Next week,” Florentia murmured in Greek. “We plot our revenge.”

         Philippa’s thwarted friends trudged from the parlor to the front door, this week’s undiscussed archery books still clutched in their hands.

         Great-Aunt Wynchester paused at the threshold. Her brown eyes glowed intensely from her pale, wrinkled face.

         “Don’t you worry,” she quavered beneath her breath. “If there’s a way to stop that bollocks-for-brains, I’ll find it.”

         “You are very sweet,” Philippa said. Great-Aunt Wynchester was one of her favorite people. Philippa hoped to be half as bold and confident when she reached her age.

         “Come along, Aunt.” Chloe looped her arm through her aunt’s and helped the older woman to hobble from the room.

         Philippa’s mother patted her cheek. “You’d be a bluestocking spinster for the rest of your life if I weren’t here looking out for you. It’s for your own good, darling.”
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         Tommy detached her white wig from her head as she and her sister strode through the front door of the grand Wynchester home in semi-fashionable Islington. The disused wing to the left hadn’t been touched since Bean had died. On the right was the bright, bustling half of the house, with siblings and servants and smiles everywhere.

         Chloe shouted up the marble stairs, “Planning Parlor!”

         “I’ll ring for tea,” Graham’s muffled voice called back.

         Tommy and Chloe reached the first floor in time to glimpse Elizabeth walking carefully down the corridor, one hand gripping her cane and the other holding her hip.

         Some days, she used her sword stick to defend the defenseless. Other days, it was heavily employed to keep Elizabeth upright.

         This appeared to be one of the bad days.

         Usually, the siblings sat in an order that mirrored their family portrait. Today, Elizabeth arranged herself on a sofa, along with a plethora of pillows.

         Tommy and Graham took their customary seats between two tall windows. Chloe preferred to pace the slate floor between the fireplace and the large walnut-and-burl table, taking care to step over chalk-drawn schedules and maps from prior planning sessions.

         “Thank God for intrigue,” said Elizabeth. “I was growing bored. We haven’t had a case to solve in ages.”

         Graham stared at her. “We finished a mission yesterday.”

         “As I said.” She waved a hand. “Ages.”

         Graham turned to Chloe. “Well? What is it? Rescue services? Blackmail? Kidnapping?”

         “A man is taking credit for a woman’s idea,” Tommy said flatly.

         Her brother blinked.

         “I take it back,” Elizabeth said dryly. “This isn’t a new case at all.”

         “I have to agree,” Graham said. “That must happen ten times a day.”

         “Ten times a second,” Chloe corrected.

         “Huzzah,” said Elizabeth. “‘Contravene patriarchal coverture’ is exactly the sort of evening activity I was looking forward to. I’m going to need a bigger sword stick.”

         “Let’s begin with something small and grow from there,” Tommy suggested. “We have a specific client who needs our help. You all remember meeting Damaris Urqhart last summer?”

         “Of course.” Graham turned to select a fresh journal from the bookshelf next to his chair. “What does she need us to put a stop to?”

         “The Prince Regent’s season-opening celebration,” Chloe replied.

         “‘Something small,’” Elizabeth repeated. “I like it.”

         Graham pulled another volume from his shelf. “This journal contains the notes I’ve made about each of Prinny’s previous galas and celebrations.” He paused with his finger on the spine. “Would this have anything to do with a certain Captain Northrup’s recent cryptographical achievements?”

         “That’s right,” Tommy said. “Thanks to Damaris, Philippa collects illuminated manuscripts. Apparently, at some point prior to Chloe and I attending the Thursday afternoon reading circle—”

         “Philippa,” Graham and Elizabeth cooed in tandem.

         Tommy glared at them both.

         Elizabeth batted her lashes innocently. “How did our dear Philippa look today, Tommy?”

         “Like the most beautiful woman in London?” Graham asked with faux earnestness.

         “In England,” Tommy muttered.

         “I could introduce you as…you,” Chloe reminded her. “Then you wouldn’t have to keep pretending to be blustery old Great-Aunt Wynchester.”

         “I can’t talk to her as me,” Tommy said. “When I get close enough to touch, all of my thoughts jumble and fall out of my head.”

         “I guess everyone has a weakness,” Elizabeth said with a sigh. “Mine is uncontrollable bloodlust.”

         “Jacob’s weakness is baby hedgehogs,” Chloe added helpfully. “And romantic poetry.”

         “Shall we concentrate on the case?” Graham sharpened his pencil. “I should like to read all the coded communications. What do you think Damaris’s cipher helped the army to do, precisely?”

         “What it helped Northrup do,” Tommy answered, “is accept honors for plagiarizing Damaris’s work.”

         Graham crossed the room to the wall of biographies and flipped through a journal. “He’s to receive a viscountcy, and enjoy a public ceremony on Saturday, the seventeenth of January.”

         “How is that in your album already?” Chloe asked. “Wasn’t the news just announced this morning?”

         “I get my news in advance.” Graham skimmed his notes. “Stopping the celebration might be tricky. The sheer number of guards alone—”

         “I could hold some off with my rapier,” Elizabeth suggested. “And Jacob could release whatever trained creatures are proliferating in the barn this week.”

         “Bats?” Chloe guessed. “Bloodthirsty bunnies? Pugilistic pigs?”

         “We don’t need to stop the gala,” Tommy said. “We need to prevent Northrup from taking Damaris’s credit. The honor should go where it belongs.”

         “Or nowhere at all,” Elizabeth amended. “Don’t be surprised if Prinny declines to name rooms in the Royal Military Academy after a bluestocking.”

         “As long as the fame and fortune don’t go to her smug, undeserving uncle,” Chloe said. “Ironically, the book used in the fraud contains tales of chivalry.”

         “Everything about chivalry is ironic,” Elizabeth said.

         “Prinny already made the announcement,” Graham said. “Even if we could prove Captain Northrup unworthy, might Prinny shrug off that detail and continue on with the ceremony?”

         “No.” Tommy leaned back. “He won’t, because of his biggest problem.”

         Graham raised his brows. “Which is what?”

         “Us.” She smiled. “Prinny might have bested Boney, but no one has ever won a battle against a Wynchester.”
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         Absolutely not,” Tommy said to Jacob and Marjorie the following afternoon at tea. She handed a baby hedgehog back to her brother. “Stop meddling.”

         “Is it difficult when you ask the pieman for a pie?” Jacob pointed out reasonably. “Or when you give your direction to a hackney driver? We call those ‘words.’ Extremely adept practitioners can advance all the way to ‘conversation.’ You and Philippa should try it.”

         Marjorie refreshed the tea. “Tommy’s never been in love with a hackney driver or a pieman.”

         “I’ve never been in love with any kind of man, no matter how delicious his pies,” Tommy said. “I would no sooner fall in love with a man than I would the moon. And the moon is much prettier.”

         “But not as pretty as Philippa,” her cursed siblings sang out.

         If she had a pie, she’d toss it at them.

         “I’m not enamored,” she grumbled.

         She was far past enamored. Tommy’s romantic thoughts had been filled with no one but Philippa almost from the first moment she saw her.

         It might have stayed a passing infatuation if she and Chloe hadn’t had to join the reading circle in the course of a prior mission to recover a stolen work of art. In the process, Chloe had fallen in love with conversing with fellow literature enthusiasts—as well as with Philippa’s intended suitor.

         And Tommy…had fallen for Philippa.

         “When will Graham and Elizabeth return home?” Tommy asked in an unsubtle attempt to change the subject.

         “Who knows?” Jacob turned over the baby hedgehog, which barely filled his palm. He rubbed its belly with a fingertip. The hedgehog responded by closing tight about his finger. “Graham is out gathering intelligence, and Elizabeth…is off shopping for rapiers.”

         Tommy should have joined her. Sword shopping had to be better than suffering through sibling matchmaking while attempting to enjoy an afternoon repast.

         How she missed Chloe! After Bean succumbed to smallpox last year, Tommy and Chloe had only grown closer. They’d spent months in a clandestine operation to liberate a stolen item from the Duke of Faircliffe.

         And then Chloe married him.

         Now she was the Duchess of Faircliffe. She wasn’t here anymore to eat tea cakes and tickle baby hedgehogs. Her old bedchamber was still down the corridor from Tommy’s, but nothing was left inside except unwanted furniture.

         That was enough change for one year. Tommy’s days were plenty full with missions and pies. She certainly didn’t need to add “words” and “conversations” to her busy calendar.

         Jacob produced an ornate snuffbox. “I cannot believe that our happy-go-lucky fearless adventuress is scared to talk to a girl.”

         “Woman,” Marjorie corrected.

         “You have the perfect excuse to approach Philippa.” Jacob opened the snuffbox. It did not contain snuff. “We’re helping her reading circle.”

         “I have no reason to talk to her,” Tommy said. “The next meeting isn’t for a week and we have no news yet anyway.”

         Jacob arched a brow. “So you’ll just pine from afar in the meantime?”

         “She’s good at it,” said Marjorie. “She’s been practicing all year.”

         “Thank you, Marjorie,” Tommy murmured.

         The truth was, there was no use starting down a path that went nowhere. All good things ended. Especially when it came to people Tommy cared about. She had been orphaned at the age of four. Bean died. Chloe left. It was better to acknowledge relationships were temporary from the start than to get one’s hopes and dreams and feelings tangled up in the matter.

         Tommy was happy to infiltrate asylums and impersonate night watchmen. Resolving situations for clients was something she was good at.

         The impossible situations in her own life, however, tended to stay impossible.

         “What’s the problem? There are no laws against women sleeping with each other,” Jacob pointed out.

         “Maybe that is the problem,” Marjorie said. “Tommy adores breaking laws.”

         “‘Not illegal’ isn’t the same as ‘accepted,’ and you know it,” Tommy said. “Graham is always deciphering messages in the advertisements. Why do you think the hostess chose to hide the true nature of that Sapphic country house party last month?”

         “So men wouldn’t attend,” Marjorie said without hesitation.

         “Probably,” Jacob agreed.

         Tommy ignored them. It had been an excellent party.

         She was no stranger to desire and pleasure. Her lovers weren’t looking for anything more than an evening’s romp. Fun while it lasted. There was no expectation of gadding about town together in their real lives. Most didn’t even share their true names.

         It was perfectly fine. Tommy didn’t need anything else. Or anyone else.

         “Besides,” she said, “there’s no reason to believe Philippa would be interested in me even if I were to shower her with words and conversation. She’s hunting for a husband. She almost married a duke. To people like the Yorks, rubbing shoulders with an untitled Wynchester—even platonically—is too scandalous to consider.”

         “She rubs shoulders with Great-Aunt Wynchester,” Marjorie pointed out.

         Tommy sent her a flat look. “Polite Society is not and will never be for me.”

         “Maybe Philippa doesn’t want it either,” Jacob suggested.

         Tommy picked at her tea cake. “Maybe she does. We don’t know. I’d rather never confess my feelings than to see her recoil in horror.”

         “What if she didn’t recoil in horror?” Marjorie said softly.

         “I still couldn’t keep her,” Tommy said. “Losing Philippa would be worse than never having her. If I lost the chance for friendship, I would be left with nothing.”

         “A simple conversation,” Jacob insisted. “Not a sonnet about your admiration of her big brain and bigger bosom, but a regular, ordinary, words-and-ideas conversation about something other than the case. If you do that, I promise to stop hounding you.”

         Tommy glared at him.

         “I promise, too,” said Marjorie. “I’ll even make the others promise as well. If you talk to Philippa for…fifteen minutes.”

         “Twenty,” Jacob said quickly.

         “Talk to Philippa for twenty minutes?” Tommy burst out. “About what?”

         “Take her a kitten,” Jacob suggested. “She likes Tiglet.”

         “Tiglet is a homing kitten,” Tommy reminded him. “If she sets him down, he’ll run back to Islington.”

         “Then you can give him back.” Jacob tapped her on the nose. “See? He’s a perennial conversation starter.”

         “I’m not giving her Tiglet,” Tommy said firmly.

         “You should hurry,” said Marjorie. “Graham said she’ll be in Hyde Park with her mother within the hour.”

         “Graham’s not even here to be part of the conversation. He…” Tommy narrowed her eyes. “Did he plan this? Did you plan this? Am I under attack?”

         “You’re being manipulated into doing the thing you actually want to do,” Jacob said cheerfully. “You cannot go to your grave without having tried at least once.”

         “I can’t walk up to her as Tommy Wynchester. She doesn’t know Tommy Wynchester, and besides, the daily promenade in Hyde Park is for the haut ton. Her mother wouldn’t allow me twenty seconds, even if I were Lady Thomasina. Mrs. York has been very clear that Philippa is only to fraternize with future suitors.”

         Jacob shrugged. “Then be one.”

         “Not a boatman,” Marjorie said quickly. “Be someone Mrs. York would allow near her daughter.”

         A crafty smile spread on Jacob’s face. “Be Baron Vanderbean.”

         “The new heir only exists on paper,” Tommy reminded him.

         Her brother raised his brows. “If no one’s seen him, then no one can say you aren’t him, can they?”

         She supposed not.

         The Baron Vanderbean who had rescued them all had held a minor peerage in his native Balcovia, a small principality in the Low Countries.

         Although Bean had left generous trusts to each of his adopted children, a society connection was one thing money could not purchase. Before he died, Bean had created a fictitious heir and heiress: Horace and Honoria Wynchester. By maintaining the sponsorship of the new Baron Vanderbean and the chaperonage of his highborn sister, the Wynchester orphans could still enjoy access to places and people that would have snubbed them if they had no titled connection.

         Ironic that an imaginary lord held more power than a real woman.

         “You want me to be Baron Vanderbean,” Tommy repeated.

         Just saying the words sent gooseflesh over her skin. Baron Vanderbean was Bean.

         Bean was dead.

         Tommy would do anything to have her father back. She wanted nothing to do with a made-up relative. And she couldn’t imagine taking over Bean’s name. If she pretended to be his “son,” Horace Wynchester, everyone would call her Baron Vanderbean. She wasn’t certain she could handle it.

         But she also didn’t want her family to see her hesitant and meek. Tommy was the one who did things. She could be anyone. She just wasn’t sure she could do…this.

         “It’s a bad idea,” she said. There. She wasn’t weak. The plan was defective.

         “Why?” Jacob asked.

         “For one,” she replied slowly, “if I play Baron Vanderbean, no one else can do it.”

         Jacob smirked. “Who else was going to do it?”

         Well, fair enough.

         Marjorie and Elizabeth were horrid at playing men, and Jacob’s dark brown skin made it unlikely for him to be Bean’s son by blood. Graham’s golden bronze coloring might let him get away with it, but his temperament never would.

         Tall, thin, white, curve-less Tommy was the most believable as Bean’s male heir.

         That wasn’t all. She could have more honest interactions with Philippa as a gentleman, rather than dressed as an old lady at her reading circle. Tommy rubbed the back of her neck nervously. Could she do it?

         “Besides,” Jacob said. “The new heir has served his usefulness.”

         Marjorie picked up a tea cake. “Baron Vanderbean was our entrée into society, but now Chloe provides that function. The approval of the Duke and Duchess of Faircliffe carries far more weight than ties to a reclusive foreign lord.”

         Jacob stopped playing with his hedgehog. “Think about it, Tommy. The baron identity was for any Wynchester who needed it, however we needed it. And the person who needs it is you.”

         “And maybe Philippa,” Marjorie added.

         Tommy set down her tea. “Twenty minutes of conversation as Baron Vanderbean, and you’ll never mention my tendre for Philippa again?”

         Jacob and Marjorie touched their hands to their hearts and lifted their fingers to the sky. The Wynchester salute was how the siblings swore their vows. Both their faces were innocent.

         Tommy narrowed her eyes at them.

         “Twenty complete minutes,” Jacob said. “Of actual words. Not twenty minutes of pining in close proximity.”

         “It’s a promenade,” Tommy reminded him. “I’ll be lucky to speak to her for ten minutes.”

         Jacob smiled. “Then you’ll have to do it twice.”
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         Tommy entered Hyde Park with trepidation.

         Not because of her disguise. She made a striking and dapper Baron Vanderbean. She’d added deeper laugh lines to her eyes and a hint of shadow along her jaw. Her coat and buckskins were lightly padded, which, even if detected, was very much the current fashion. The cut of her hair would impress any dandy, as would the quality of her attire and the extravagant folds of her neckcloth.

         She was tall for a woman and perhaps of average height for a man. In any case, she was astride a stunning steed. The horse’s height and breadth helped to muddy Tommy’s. She looked the part of a wealthy, fashionable gentleman, but no one would be able to relay accurate details as to her proportions.

         Being a man was easy.

         Twenty minutes with Philippa was the difficult part.

         Thus far, she had only managed to progress from “pining from afar” to “pining in proximity.” Her current position thirty yards behind the Yorks’ barouche gave her a wonderful vantage point for gazing at the back of Philippa’s head.

         Her lovely head was currently hidden beneath a wide-brimmed bonnet, but Tommy had studied her enough to say with certainty that Philippa’s lustrous blond hair was the most spectacular in all of England, and the brain inside of that head perhaps the most singular in the world.

         Ah—their carriage was turning. Philippa’s profile was now in view.

         Could there be a finer flush to a delightfully round cheek? Tommy was too far away to see the blue in Philippa’s eyes or the curve of her light brown eyelashes, but the rest of her curves…Philippa was more than pleasingly plump. Every inch of her looked soft and voluptuous, and oh God, Tommy was never going to be able to coax her horse close enough to attempt conversation.

         What would she say? “I like your brain and I’d like to taste your body?”

         Perhaps she should have brought Tiglet. “Miaow” was likely a better conversational opening than anything Tommy could come up with.

         Philippa was so clever. She could look at a thing and fathom it out. Tommy liked to read for pleasure, but it was a good day if she could remember the title or plot a year later, much less competently debate literary structure or scientific theory the way Philippa did in her reading circle.

         What if Tommy did manage to talk to her, only to discover they had nothing to talk about? What if she bored Philippa? What if they didn’t have enough in common even to be platonic friends, much less—

         She was doing it again. The thing she’d promised herself she wouldn’t do: imagining all the ways it could go wrong instead of envisioning how it might go right.

         Begin anew.

         Tommy had plenty of experience with flirtation. Not as a man, so that was a slight wrinkle. At least, she’d never flirted as a man without the other party knowing she was technically a woman, and dear heaven, this was such a muddle, absolutely impossible, Jacob and Marjorie were the worst possible siblings for setting the unattainable objective of—

         Philippa’s eyes met Tommy’s!

         Briefly. Just as her carriage was turning from one gravel path to another. Soon Tommy’s horse was turning, too, and she was no longer within Philippa’s line of sight.

         But for one glorious second…

         “All right,” she scolded herself under her breath. “Tommy is a coward around Philippa, but you are Baron Vanderbean. Baron Vanderbean doesn’t give a fig what the Yorks think of him. He’s Baron Vanderbean. He outranks them! Just ride over. Everyone else is mingling. It’s the reason they came. Baron Vanderbean would not be afraid of a simple ‘How do you do.’”

         Before she lost her nerve, Tommy gripped the reins and spurred her horse alongside the Yorks’ barouche.

         And then she lost her nerve.

         Philippa looked at her again, really looked at her, and it was that night in Chloe’s ballroom all over, when Tommy had tried to talk to Philippa at the Faircliffe end-of-season gala, and only succeeded in blushing hot enough to melt the cosmetics from her face and then running away.

         It had not been her finest moment.

         And she’d just repeated it.

         Tommy had ceased all forward progress altogether. In a matter of minutes, her horse was no longer beside the Yorks’ barouche, but fifty yards behind.

         She couldn’t do it. She shouldn’t do it. They hadn’t been formally presented to each other, and greeting Philippa without an introduction was an appalling breach of etiquette.

         What’s more, Tommy wasn’t a lord any more than she was Miss Thomasina. Flirting as “Horace” would be easier from society’s perspective, but she still wouldn’t be courting Philippa as Tommy. So what was the use?

         Perhaps she should just go home.

         She—

         Would never hear the end of it from her siblings if she gave up now. Graham’s infinite associates were doubtlessly watching every angle of the promenade.

         Tommy let out a shaky breath. She was being foolish.

         Philippa was not afraid to be Philippa. She wore more lace on her person than most people owned in their entire wardrobe. Philippa was the bluestockingest ringleader of the bluestockingest reading circle in existence. Philippa was proud to be Philippa.

         Tommy could give fake Baron Vanderbean a little bit of mettle.

         One conversation. She straightened her spine and set her hat at a rakish angle. Twenty minutes.
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