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      Elinor dreamed of fire, the unseen ground beneath her burning and the air white with heat, and woke to find her dream a reality. The walls of her bedroom were ablaze, the varnished floorboards slightly less so, and fire rolled across the ceiling in golden waves. Heat struck at her with an intensity that dried her nostrils and mouth and made her eyes feel roasted. She felt no fear, merely sat with her arms around her knees, her white, flannel nightgown tucked over her feet, and marveled at the fire’s power and beauty. She had never seen such color. It made every memory she had of this dismal room seem even more faded and dispirited. Then the heat battered at her again, and she realized she would die if she did nothing.

      So she reached out from within herself, and extinguished it.

      It vanished between one heartbeat and the next, leaving behind the cold ash and charred beams of a long-dead fire. Patches of wallpaper here and there lent a leprous look to the walls. She heard screaming from somewhere nearby; that, and the void left by the fire’s howl, filled her ears with a dull ringing sound. I believe this is the strangest dream I have ever had, she thought. She blinked to moisten her eyes, inhaled the dusty, acrid smell of wood smoke, and knew she was not dreaming.

      “Elinor!” Her mother, her long braid of greying hair bobbing behind her, ran as far as the doorway and stopped short. Her full-lipped mouth dropped open into a perfect oval. “What foolish thing have you done now?” She held a candle at arm’s length and peered into the bedroom, throwing shaky, grey shadows over the grey and black char as her hand trembled. Behind her, Elinor’s younger sister Amelia hovered, her eyes sleepy.

      Elinor looked around the room. The thick yellow curtains were burned at the edges and in irregular spots, but otherwise intact; the rumpled sheets of the bed where she sat were speckled with ash, and black stripes of char streaked the bedposts and the carved walnut footboard. “It was a fire,” she said, boldly, unable to give her mother a truer answer either of them would understand.

      “A fire? However did you manage that?” her mother exclaimed.

      “Come, mama, is it not obvious? Elinor has finally developed talent,” said Amelia, taller and slenderer than Elinor and impossibly beautiful even in her sleep-disheveled state. She put a delicate hand over her mouth and coughed rather dramatically. “I suppose it is to be expected she should manifest as something so dreadfully vulgar as a Scorcher.”

      “And your Shaping yourself to fit the current fashion in beauty is not itself vulgar?” Elinor snapped.

      “For shame, Elinor. And it’s nonsense. You are far too old to manifest.”

      “I agree,” said a deeper voice, and the two women made way for Josiah Pembroke. He was magnificent even in nightcap and gown with his feet shod in slippers embroidered with purple and gold flowers. “And yet this is unmistakable. Have you been concealing things from me, daughter?” He crossed the room to stand a few feet from her, his feet kicking up puffs of ash where he trod, his hands clasped over the expanse of his belly.

      Elinor met his eyes with a calm directness that concealed the discomfort and fear she always felt when her father brought his attention to bear on her. She brushed ash from her nightgown and resisted the urge to take her braid in her hand, like a child clinging to a parent for comfort. “I have not,” she said. “I dreamed of fire and woke to find it real. I would not conceal such a thing even were it possible.” She did not for a moment consider pretending the fire had some natural origin; she knew in her bones that it was her fire, that she had created it, and it both loved her and would have killed her had she not subdued it.

      Her father examined her with those dark grey eyes that looked black in the flickering lamp light. “Then tell me, if you would be so kind,” he said, “did the fire extinguish itself?”

      Elinor shook her head. “It was I who did it,” she said.

      Her father walked toward the window, drumming his fingers on his arm, then reached out to rub a blackened fold of the curtain between his thumb and forefinger. When he turned back to regard her, he was smiling, and Elinor’s calm, expressionless demeanor cracked at the edges, because it was the smile of a predator. “Not only a talent,” he said, “but an Extraordinary one. Do you see the possibilities, daughter?”

      Elinor shook her head, though now that he had suggested there were possibilities, she could not help but try to imagine what they might be.

      Mr. Pembroke’s smile broadened. “In time, I think you will,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            In which Elinor arrives in London, to her dismay

          

        

      

    

    
      It was only Elinor’s imagination that the black-clad butler, upon opening the door to their rented London house, drew back farther than was strictly necessary to let her pass. Her father’s enthusiasm for telling the world he had an Extraordinary Scorcher for a daughter would not have extended to sharing the news with the employment agency.

      She followed her mother into the narrow front hall. It was not a welcoming house, here on the unfashionable side of Mayfair, its plain, striped wallpaper cold blue and white, its walls devoid of paintings or portraits that would have made it seem more homelike. The air smelled of a harsh, astringent cleanser and, beneath that, the dust the cleanser was intended to eradicate. Elinor made immediately for the stairs. It had been a long journey, and she wanted nothing more than to rest in some room far, far away from her parents’ scrutiny.

      “Why is this house so cold?” Amelia said, removing her velvet-lined bonnet with reluctance and dangling it by its ribbons. “Do you suppose they use that horrid-smelling substance so we’ll be impressed at how thoroughly they’ve cleaned? Really, you would think, with as much as papa is spending on this place, the servants might at least make it comfortable.”

      “Mr. Pembroke, only listen! We have had callers already,” her mother cried. She waved two calling cards in the air as if they were tickets to a grand opera.

      “Have we?” Mr. Pembroke took the cards from his wife’s hand, glanced at them, and dropped them back on the salver. “No one of any consequence. Elinor, where are you going?”

      “I… wish to rest before dinner,” Elinor said, her hand grasping the newel.

      Mr. Pembroke cast his iron-grey gaze silently on her for the space of several breaths, during which time the back of Elinor’s neck prickled with apprehension. Surely he could find nothing to criticize in such an ordinary request? “Very well,” he said finally. “Choose what room you will. I suppose you won’t want my permission to light a fire in your grate, daughter?” He laughed at his poor joke, and Elinor smiled weakly and made her escape.

      Behind her, Amelia’s drawling voice battled with her mother’s higher-pitched twitter. Small mercy: if she were forced to attend social gatherings where she would be on display like a cake in a shop window, she at least would not have to endure her younger sister’s presence there.

      She chose a bedroom as far from her parents’ suite as possible, a little room her sister would not try to whine or wheedle away from her. It looked like an afterthought, tucked into an odd corner, with only one window that looked out on the rear of the house and massive furniture that might have graced a medieval manor. Elinor had to step sideways around the wardrobe to squeeze into her bed, which was tall enough to require the use of a stepstool to climb into it. The furnishings were so out of place they might have been placed there in storage. However, it had its own fireplace and was only steps from the water closet, an amenity their own home in Hertfordshire did not have. Elinor used it, then returned to her room, removed her gown, and hung it carefully on a peg in the wardrobe, shivering; despite the sunshine, it was unseasonably cold for April.

      She stood in the center of the room in her shift and stays and traveling boots and hugged herself, rubbing the goose-pimply flesh of her arms. She was certain her father had no idea how he cowed her, that he saw only the smooth, indifferent visage she presented the world when she was in his presence, and she intended that he never discover the truth. If he but once realized how afraid of him she was, his casual cruelties would become intentional torment, for Josiah Pembroke despised weakness and showed no mercy to anyone who displayed it. One person in all the world who terrified her, and he was her own father.

      She rubbed her arms harder. Why was this room still so cold? The fire—no, the grate was cold, fuel laid on the hearth but not lit. The unlit fire was an empty space inside Elinor’s mind, the potential for flame clamoring at her to become real, so she obliged it with a thought.

      Instantly the coals glowed as hot as if they’d been lit half an hour before, and small orange-yellow flames stretched out toward her, their heat caressing her bare limbs. She crouched down on her heels to feel the warmth on her face, and resisted the urge to take the fire into her hands, where it would surely burn her. Instead she molded it with her desires, made it stretch far up into the chimney, then spread out, puddled like water over the hearth.

      She removed her kid boots and slid between the cold, slightly clammy sheets, moderately uncomfortable in her stays but unwilling to wait for her mother’s maid Mostyn to help her remove them. Suppose I could summon and extinguish a fire so swiftly it could warm these sheets without scorching them? That would be a useful skill.

      She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling, and went over the short list of uses for an Extraordinary Scorcher talent appropriate for a lady. Putting out house fires. Lighting fires in the hearths. Lighting the stove when it goes out. It was an extremely short list. I suppose I could offer to light a gentleman guest’s pipe, but I can’t imagine why I would volunteer to make a pleasant room stink of tobacco.

      She’d hoped to become a Speaker like her father and her sister Selina, years ago when everyone assumed she would manifest at eleven or twelve like anyone else of her social class. Elinor wished more than anything to have the talent to communicate by thought with her beloved older sister and dearest friend. But talent never came for the asking; her own situation was evidence enough of that.

      Her father’s delight in her Extraordinary talent was understandable. Had she been a son, she would not have been nearly so valuable. It was illegal for a gentleman to purchase a bride for the sake of her talent, of course, but there was no law against a man presenting his new wife’s parents with a generous gift, and Elinor was certain any man her father considered suitable for her would feel very generous indeed.

      But her father’s primary interest was in seeing her married well, which to him meant a nobleman with the right talent. Mr. Pembroke had spent a lifetime studying everything there was to know about talent—where it came from, how it manifested, but most importantly what children might result from the pairing of two particular talents. Elinor was certain when he contemplated her marriage, all his concern was for her potential offspring and where they might fit in the pages of the heavy folio Elinor thought of as his “breeding book.” Oh, yes. She was a valuable commodity.

      A knock on the door was followed immediately by Mostyn, short and angular with her cap askew on her blonde hair, awkwardly carrying Elinor’s trunk and banging its corner against the door frame. “Excuse me, Miss Pembroke,” she said in her colorless voice. Elinor turned her face to the wall and pretended to sleep. She listened to Mostyn opening drawers and thumping the trunk lid, and eventually drifted into a genuine slumber.
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      “I don’t see,” said Amelia, her perfect rosy lips drawn up in a pout, “why I cannot go out in society as Elinor does. Why, you can bring two daughters out with very little more expense than one, and you will not have the burden of a second trip to London.” She leaned around the servant who was setting out dishes for the second course to plead with her mother with large, cerulean eyes.

      “You are too young, my darling,” Mrs. Pembroke said. “You shall have your season in good time.”

      “I shall be eighteen in two months. That is not such a vast gap. Papa, please do reconsider!”

      “Your mother is right,” Mr. Pembroke said. “Besides, I am sure you don’t wish to share your sister’s attention.”

      “She may have half the attention paid to me, and welcome to it,” Elinor said. She stirred green peas around the plate with her fork. Her stomach had not quite recovered from the lurching, jolting pace of the coach; her lack of appetite had nothing to do with her place at her father’s left hand, a new “honor” accorded her as an Extraordinary to which she was not yet accustomed. She would far have preferred her traditional seat by her mother, but her father was nothing if not committed to reminding her at every opportunity of her new status.

      “Oh, Elinor, this will be so much more satisfying than your last visit to London!” Mrs. Pembroke said. “I assure you, social engagements are far more pleasant when you have plenty of admirers. And you will have so many admirers!”

      “Yes, having a talent makes all the difference,” Amelia said with a sneer. Elinor smiled pleasantly at her and twitched her right hand. Amelia started back in her seat, clutching her knife as if to wield it against her sister. Elinor picked up her own knife and cut her meat. It was petty, tormenting Amelia with the threat of using her Scorcher talent against her, but Elinor had been the victim of her younger sister’s scorn for too many years to feel guilty about it.

      “You need not fear, daughter,” Mr. Pembroke said. “True, you will be much courted, but you may count on me to keep the less desirable men away. I assure you, no one titled lower than an earl will approach you. My daughters deserve the best. Although I would not scoff at fifty thousand pounds a year!” Mr. Pembroke laughed, and Mrs. Pembroke and Amelia added their titters to his.

      Elinor smiled politely and allowed her father to serve her another slice of ham. She thought of the pig who had died so they could enjoy it, and felt sympathy for it. If her father could hang a sign around her neck with her asking price and talent specifications on it, he would do it without a second thought.

      “Have you Spoken with Selina, papa?” she asked, trying to turn the conversation elsewhere.

      “She intends to call on us tomorrow morning.”

      “Oh, Mr. Pembroke, but I intend to take Elinor shopping tomorrow! She requires almost an entirely new wardrobe.”

      “We can go later in the day, mama.” Elinor said. “I do so want to see Selina. It seems forever since she last visited.”

      “Four months is hardly forever,” Mr. Pembroke said, “but your affection for your sister is laudable.”

      Mrs. Pembroke sighed dramatically. “Very well, Elinor, we shall postpone our trip, but I expect you to be cooperative. Our last visit to the warehouses was terribly disappointing.”

      “Elinor is far too sober-minded to care about such things as gowns,” Amelia drawled. “I know I should make far better use of my time were I in her position.”

      “Patience, my darling,” Mrs. Pembroke said, patting Amelia’s hand. “It will be your turn soon, and what fun we shall have!”

      “I wish to see you in the study after dinner, Elinor,” Mr. Pembroke said. Elinor maintained a serene expression, but under the table her hands gripped her napkin and twisted, hard. “We should discuss how you will present yourself at Lord Ormerod’s ball in six days’ time.”

      “I know how to behave in society, papa,” Elinor said. Calm, placid, like a still pool.

      “I have not forgotten how insipid you were when we first brought you to London, how little effort you made to encourage suitors,” Mr. Pembroke said. “I was willing to overlook your behavior then because you had so little to recommend you and were unlikely to receive an offer however you behaved. Things are different now. You have a desirable talent, and I will not see you squander this grand opportunity. Do you understand me?”

      So little to recommend you. Elinor’s stomach churned again. She clung to her outward serenity like a drowning man clutches a rope. “I understand you perfectly, papa,” she said. “I will submit to your instruction.” And then I will ignore it. I may have an Extraordinary talent, but the law says I cannot be forced to marry against my will, and you, dear papa, have no idea what my will is like after living under your disdain for twenty-one years. The brave thoughts faded away immediately. She tried to imagine herself saying such a thing to her father, but succeeded only in making herself feel more ill.

      “Very well.” Mr. Pembroke smiled at Elinor and covered her hand with his; it took all the willpower she had not to jerk away from him and instead smile pleasantly back. “And don’t fear, Elinor. A Scorcher talent in a lady is undesirable, true, but it is well known that Scorchers produce powerful Bounders and Movers, and any nobleman wishing to better his fortunes would be a fool not to see your value. And an Extraordinary Scorcher talent—my dear, you are the only one of your kind in England, the only one in a century—do you not see how desirable that makes you? It is not beyond possibility that this time next year, we will be visiting London as the guests of our daughter, the Duchess!”

      “And only think what you may do for your sister!” Mrs. Pembroke gasped. “Oh, Amelia, would you not like to be brought out by your sister?”

      “She must marry first, mama,” Amelia said, glaring at Elinor. “It is a pity she is so plain. But then, I’ve heard good talent makes a lady beautiful beyond her birth.”

      “It is a pity you have nothing more to recommend you than the face you have so carefully Shaped,” Elinor snapped. Amelia gasped, then broke into theatrical tears.

      “For shame, Elinor,” Mrs. Pembroke said, and patted Amelia’s hand.

      “And she is not to be reprimanded for commenting on my appearance?”

      “Amelia is younger than you, and is still learning to curb her tongue. She lacks your self-control,” Mr. Pembroke said. “I expect you to behave with greater self-restraint.”

      “Yes, papa,” Elinor said, casting her eyes down so he would not see her anger, but not without first flicking a quick glare at her sister, who went white.

      “I’m sure I beg your pardon, Elinor,” Amelia said. “We none of us can help the way we’re made.”

      Whether that was an apology, or another, subtler dig, Elinor could not decide, but she chose to let it pass. “I apologize for my quick words,” she replied. “I think I am more tired from the journey than I realized. May I retire early, papa?”

      “You are clearly overwrought, so I will excuse you this once, daughter. We will speak tomorrow.”

      “Do not forget, Elinor, we will be attending to your wardrobe after Selina’s visit is completed,” Mrs. Pembroke said as Elinor was about to leave the room. “I think it is not too much to ask that you take an interest in your appearance.”

      “Yes, mama,” Elinor said, and escaped to her room.

      The fire rose up in response to her entrance, and she soothed it as she would an anxious puppy. She knew it was not truly alive, but it amused her to pretend it was; she refused to entertain the notion that she did so only because she was so desperately lonely now that Selina was married. If only she had had a Speaker’s talent! She certainly did not envy Amelia her talent, since Shaping, unless one had the Extraordinary gift of Healing others, was useful only for making oneself pretty, and Elinor was accustomed to being the plain one. But to speak to Selina every day…

      Elinor stretched out her hand to the fire, and the flame mirrored her gesture. Where had this strange talent come from? Her father had not discovered a single Scorcher in his lineage for a dozen generations. Her mother, talentless but pretty, was out of the question as a source for Elinor’s talent; Mr. Pembroke thought too well of himself to believe his wife had ever played him false. At any rate, Elinor resembled her father too closely for that to be possible, with her chestnut hair and heavy, dark brows, her iron-grey eyes, her too-strong chin that on her father looked manly and on Elinor looked stubborn. Her heritage was a mystery, and one Elinor had no interest in solving.

      She drew back from the flame and undressed, awkwardly fumbling with the lacing of her stays until she could wriggle free of them. She was to be launched on society in the manner of one of the Navy’s ships of the line, rigged and outfitted for the duty of marrying well and producing dozens of talented babies for her noble husband, all thanks to this unexpected talent—and yet she could not say, if she were given the opportunity, that she would ask for it to be taken away. The fire was like a part of her that had been waiting all these years to awaken, and the idea of losing it, even after only four months’ time, made her feel ill.

      The sheets were still clammy because she had come to bed before the maid had brought the warming pan, but she rubbed her bare feet together to warm them, then bade the fire bank itself. She felt as if she were in two places, her solid body here in the slightly damp bed, her ghostly self snuggled securely into the fireplace. It was a strange but comforting feeling, and she lay awake enjoying her dual state for close to an hour before falling asleep.
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      Elinor rose early the next morning and went quietly down the stairs to collect the newspapers. Her father never failed to arrange for their delivery, no matter where he was. She settled into an overstuffed chair in the unfriendly drawing room decorated in mauve and eggshell blue and opened The Times. Such ghastly news out of Nottinghamshire these days, those men striking in darkness, burning and smashing looms in the name of their “General Ludd.” And now Parliament was talking of making those actions a capital offense. Napoleon’s men overrunning Spain, his ships armed with Scorchers wreaking havoc on the Royal Navy’s proud fleet. Reading the newspaper certainly put her own problems into perspective.

      She heard the faint sound of the door opening, the murmur of the butler’s voice—she had no idea what his name was—and then, more clearly, “I know perfectly well Miss Pembroke is at home, and you need not trouble yourself inquiring.”

      “Selina!” Elinor threw the paper to the floor and leapt from her seat, meeting her sister halfway down the stairs and nearly bowling her over in her enthusiasm. Selina, Lady Wrathingham, laughed and embraced her tightly. “I’m so glad you’ve come,” Elinor said into her ear. “I have missed you so much.”

      “I’ve missed you too. Now, shall we sit and talk? I knew you would not mind if I came early, but I wanted you all to myself for an hour.” Selina pinched Elinor’s cheek gently. “And I intend to breakfast with you, which I realize is a shocking imposition, but if one is a viscountess, one is allowed to break with tradition, especially in the bosom of one’s own loving family.”

      “I can think of no greater pleasure,” Elinor said, taking her sister by the arm and leading her upstairs to the drawing room. “I will tidy these papers away—sit, sit, and feel free to remove that horrid bonnet.”

      “You think it horrid? It’s new.”

      “Puce has never been your color, Selina.”

      “You may be right. Oh well, I suppose I’ll have to order another.” Selina handed Elinor a loose sheet of newsprint and removed the offending bonnet, revealing dark-blonde hair that shone in the diffuse light from the windows. “I don’t know how you can bear to read about all the misery in the world. I know it makes me positively ill with anxiety.”

      “I like knowing things. And it’s not all miserable. The Royal Navy has just announced the commission of half a dozen new ships, smaller and faster to fight these awful pirates coming out of the West Indies.”

      “You see? Horrible pirates preying on our shipping lanes.”

      Elinor laughed and shook her head. “I see there is no convincing you. But there are far more interesting things to talk about. How are my dearest nephews?”

      “Very dear indeed, though poor Jack has had a terrible cough all week. Colin is beside himself at being deprived of his favorite playmate.” Selina cast her eyes down demurely and smoothed her fur-lined grey pelisse over her stomach. “And I expect to give them another companion before the year is out.”

      Elinor threw her arms around her sister again, laughing in delight. “Such wonderful news! John must be bursting with pride.”

      “He does dote on his sons fiercely,” Selina agreed. “Though I believe he would be just as happy with a daughter.”

      “Of course he would! You are so lucky in your family, sister. If I believed I could be half as happy—” She stopped, biting her lip.

      Selina took her hands and squeezed, gently. “I know why mama and papa have brought you to town,” she said. “They treat you differently now that you have an Extraordinary talent.”

      Elinor nodded. “All these years of being the non-talented one, and then one night… I don’t understand it, Selina, but there it is. And now nothing will do but that I marry some duke or earl I neither know nor care for—” The tears she hadn’t shed for four months choked her. She swallowed hard, and went on, “This is not the life I wanted.”

      “What life did you want? Certainly not to be Miss Pembroke, spinster daughter of Josiah and Albina Pembroke, living in their house and eating their food with no home nor portion of your own.”

      It felt like a rebuke. “You sound as if you agree with them.”

      Selina shook her head. “I apologize, dearest, that’s not what I meant at all. I’m simply asking what you do want, if it’s not living with papa for the rest of your life or marrying some chinless duke.”

      “I want…” Nothing sprang to mind. “I want to be free to do as I choose. If I marry, I want to marry someone I can at least respect or even love, not because he has the right talent—and I certainly want to marry someone who cares for me and not this…this gift, I suppose you could call it, though that raises the question of who gave it me. God, possibly. But mostly I want not to feel I owe my every breath to someone else. I don’t want to be grateful all the time, Selina, and papa never fails to make me feel as though everything I am and have and will be is due to him.”

      “I wish I knew how to give that to you.”

      “So do I.”

      Selina patted her hand compassionately. “Do you not think it even remotely possible one of these titled lords might be someone you could love?”

      “I suppose.” Elinor shrugged. “But with papa spreading the news of my valuable talent as if he were advertising a horse for sale, I doubt any of them will look at me as more than a breeding animal.”

      “Oh, don’t, pray don’t talk like that! You are breaking my heart.” Selina’s enormous fur muff fell off her lap and rolled a little way across the floor. “Elly, you deserve so much more than that!”

      “Tell it to papa. He might listen to Lady Wrathingham. He is certainly not interested in Miss Pembroke’s opinion.”

      “If I thought it would do any good…you know he has only your best interest in mind.”

      “Or what he believes is my best interest, which coincidentally aligns in perfect harmony with what Josiah Pembroke wants.”

      “You cannot think so cynically of him.”

      “Can I not?” Elinor sighed. Selina was right; he might terrify her, but he did believe he was securing her happiness in helping her attach the right man—even if his definition of right failed to match hers. “I beg your pardon, Selina. I am simply so discouraged. You know how miserable my first season was. Mama assures me this will be different, but I fear it will simply be miserable in a different way.”

      “Well, you needn’t fear, because I intend to introduce you to many men who will see you for yourself and not for your talent,” Selina said. “And papa cannot force you to marry according to his wishes, you know.”

      “I know. But he’s threatened to protect me from ‘undesirables,’ which makes me want to find one of them and propose marriage immediately.”

      Selina laughed and bent over to retrieve her muff. “I should like to be there when you do!”

      “For shame, Selina, intruding on a private moment like that. Hand me that muff, and do remove your coat. I think it is late enough that I can demand breakfast from the staff. Will you join us afterward in our tour of the warehouses? I shall be so much happier if I am not left alone with mama and Amelia, who I am certain will find a way to be included in the party.”

      “Has our darling sister changed much since I last saw her?”

      “Her cheekbones are higher and I believe her waist is narrower, not that anyone will notice. If she is not careful, someone will snap her in half like a piece of straw.”

      “I’ve often wondered what it must feel like, to a Shaper, shifting bones and muscles around like that.” Selina linked her arm through Elinor’s as they descended the stairs. “Like snakes slithering around beneath the skin, I imagine.”

      “The snake is certainly a creature I associate with Amelia.”

      “I should probably reprimand you for being so cruel, but it’s hard to do so when I agree.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            In which a ball turns out to be a disappointment

          

        

      

    

    
      The chaise rattled and jounced over the cobblestones, forcing Elinor to cling to the edge of her seat or be tossed into her mother’s ample lap. She wished her father had not hired this shiny, expensive carriage that exposed her to the gaze of everyone they passed. Anxiety was making her stomach churn as if she had eaten something poisonous.

      She smoothed wrinkles out of the skirt of her apple-green gown and wished she had not given in to her mother’s cries of joy over the fabric. Elinor was certain her mother’s pleasure in her daughter’s Extraordinary talent began and ended with the fact that Elinor was no longer limited to wearing white muslin in public despite her youth and unmarried status. Her new wardrobe was filled with silks and satins Elinor believed were far more suited to a matron than to her.

      They had argued over colors, insofar as Elinor was inclined to argue over something so superficial. Mrs. Pembroke had refused to consider any of the colors Elinor preferred on the grounds that they were too dark, too intense, too rich for a girl just out; when Elinor had pointed out she was, in fact, several years removed from the schoolroom, Mrs. Pembroke had said, “And that is precisely what we do not wish anyone to realize.” No doubt her mother’s greatest hope was that the three years since Elinor’s come-out had erased fashionable society’s memory of that awkward, unremarkable girl.

      “Remember, Elinor, what we discussed,” Mr. Pembroke said. “You will be the object of much talk this evening; you must appear to be insensible of it. Demure, polite, respectful—many tonight will watch to see whether your Scorcher talent has made you wild and unbiddable. Stand up with anyone who requests the pleasure of a dance, but show no preference. It will not do for you to seem anxious to make an attachment on your first social appearance, especially so early in the season. There will be time enough for that when I have examined the aspirants to your hand in depth. This evening is for making you known to the fashionable world.”

      “What of supper?” Elinor said. She had no idea of where she stood in precedence—did an Extraordinary Scorcher outrank a baroness?—and the thought of stumbling through the crowd and being pitied or scorned by everyone else made her cringe inside yet again.

      “You have no need to fear. I will ensure you have a suitable partner when the time comes.”

      Elinor nodded and lowered her eyes, certain she was the picture of serene young womanhood. Her stomach tried once again to turn itself inside out. She looked at her shoes, silvery-green to match her gown. It must be her imagination they felt so tight; they had fit very well when she’d tried them on two days ago.

      They waited in line to be deposited at Lord Ormerod’s front door for twenty minutes, during which time Mrs. Pembroke chattered about Elinor’s prospects, and her gown, and her hair, and her jewels, and then about her prospects again until Elinor was certain she would be violently ill all over the carriage. She might even have welcomed illness if she hadn’t been equally certain her father would sponge her down and send her inside anyway. She swallowed hard and pretended to pay attention. This would not be so awful. Selina would be there, not all the men could be as horrible as she feared, and she did enjoy dancing. And her father would likely be far away from her for most of the evening. Not so awful, at all.

      Lord Ormerod’s mansion stood several stories tall, all its windows golden with light. The house was full, though not so full as to require them to push their way through the crowd. Somehow Lord and Lady Ormerod were not present to greet them, though her parents seemed to think nothing of this social gaffe, and although Elinor heard her name announced, she did not think anyone farther than five feet away from the door did. She could cherish her anonymity for a few minutes more.

      It was a beautiful house, or would have been had it not been so full of people. Elinor tried not to gape at the ornately carved tables and chairs, the paintings by famous masters, or the delicate marble statuary placed at random throughout the house as if Lord Ormerod or his wife simply had so many beautiful, expensive things they could leave them wherever they wanted. How her father had secured an invitation to this place baffled her.

      She passed through hot, cramped rooms that smelled of sweat and perfume that attempted to cover the sweat, and emerged into the ballroom, its high ceiling rimmed with gilt and painted to resemble a midday sky. The clouds made an interesting trompe l’oeil effect, poised to drift across the ceiling and block the rays of an invisible sun, though the actual light was provided by three chandeliers shedding their sparkling brightness over the floor far below. Men in tightly-fitted coats and knee breeches vied with women in muslin and silk draped with gauze for the prize of having the most colorful garb. Elinor felt out of place, though her own gown was as fashionable as any. She always feared, at such gatherings, that she was seconds away from saying or doing something awkward that would make everyone stare in astonishment at her gaucherie. Her father’s presence at her elbow did nothing to ease her discomfort. Her gaze passed once more over the crowd, seeking out Selina. The ballroom was large enough to feel cool by comparison to the rest of the house, though it was lit with candles enough to—

      —to set the roof ablaze, make the wax run like clear-white liquid to rain on the parquet floor—

      —and Mr. Pembroke put his hand on the small of her back and urged her forward. “Do not be overwhelmed by this, daughter,” he whispered in her ear. “Your destiny is even grander.”

      Elinor nodded. She dared not look up at the chandeliers again—three of them, who truly needed three chandeliers filled to bursting with the finest wax tapers?—but there was fire everywhere, lamps on the walls, candles above her head, and it pleaded with her to give it freedom. She clenched her fists and walled away her awareness of the fire. It could keep her anxieties company.

      A tall woman gowned in maroon velvet and an equally tall man with an enormous pot belly approached them. “Mr. Pembroke, Mrs. Pembroke, welcome,” the woman said. “And this must be Miss Pembroke. I am Lady Ormerod. I am happy to meet you.” She did not seem happy. Her lips were white, as if she were holding in some strong emotion, and she did not offer Elinor her hand in greeting.

      “Mr. Pembroke, such a pleasure!” The man, by contrast, held out his hand and pumped her father’s with enthusiasm. “And this must be your charming daughter—no, I mistake myself, Mrs. Pembroke, you look younger every time I see you!”

      “Oh, my lord, you are such a charmer!” Mrs. Pembroke said, giggling and allowing the man to raise her hand to his lips.

      “Miss Pembroke, may I introduce my husband, Lord Ormerod,” Lady Ormerod said.

      Elinor bobbed a polite curtsey. Lord Ormerod raised a quizzing glass to his eye and surveyed her. “What an attractive young lady,” he said. “And not a trace of… that is to say, talent never shows itself on the skin, does it?”

      “I believe not, my lord,” Elinor said, trying to sound demure, although what demure might sound like she had no idea.

      “Very attractive indeed. Welcome to my home, Miss Pembroke, I am honored indeed to welcome you.” His welcome seemed genuine, but Elinor was conscious only of Lady Ormerod’s almost palpable tension and… yes, it was fear. The stomach-churning knot in her stomach clenched again.

      “I am so happy you could join us this evening, Miss Pembroke,” Lady Ormerod said. “And such an…interesting…talent you have. I am sure I have never heard of its like.”

      “My daughter is rare indeed, my lady,” Mr. Pembroke said, laying his hand on Elinor’s shoulder. “I hope you will make her feel welcome. She has little experience in society.”

      Elinor went red with embarrassment. Fortunately, it seemed Lady Ormerod interpreted her scarlet cheeks differently. “Of course, I am certain she will be extremely popular, Mr. Pembroke,” she said, and her voice seemed fractionally warmer. “Miss Pembroke, allow me to make introductions for you.”

      She guided Elinor around the ballroom so rapidly Elinor was unable to remember more than a few names, and barely able to apply those names to the correct faces. “Lord Landon… Mr. Fitzhenry… his Grace, the Duke of Wannisford… oh, Lord Adelburn, here is someone you must meet.” A short, heavyset young man turned to greet Lady Ormerod, then regarded Elinor with mild interest. “Miss Pembroke, this is the Earl of Adelburn.”

      “Charmed,” the young man said. Elinor curtsied, then wondered if she had done it correctly, because he looked at her as if he expected something more. In the face of his inquiring stare, her carefully planned conversational gambits abandoned her. Lady Ormerod cleared her throat, and the Earl transferred his stare to her. “Oh,” he said. “Miss Pembroke, may I solicit your hand for the first two dances?”

      “Ah… of course, Lord Adelburn,” Elinor stammered.

      “If you’ll excuse me?” Lady Ormerod said with a smile, and retreated more rapidly than Elinor thought was good manners.

      She turned her attention back to the Earl, whose inquiring stare had deepened. “I, ah, that is, my lord, I am afraid I know little of London society. Are you a frequent guest of Lord and Lady Ormerod’s?”

      “On occasion,” Lord Adelburn replied. “I beg your pardon, but you’re the Scorcher girl, aren’t you?”

      Elinor’s cheeks flamed again. “I would not refer to myself in quite that way, but yes.”

      “Didn’t mean anything by it. I meant, you’re the one everyone’s talking about.”

      “Are they?”

      The musicians struck up the first dance, and Lord Adelburn offered Elinor his hand and led her to where the couples were gathering. “Talking of nothing else, it seems. What is an Extraordinary Scorcher talent, anyway?”

      Elinor made her curtsey and reached to take his hand with her gloved one. “I am able to shape and extinguish flame as well as ignite it.”

      “Is that all? That sounds uncomplicated.”

      “I suppose it is.”

      They made the next few passes in silence, and Lord Adelburn said, “I’m not good at making conversation.”

      “Neither am I, my lord. Perhaps that makes us well suited as dancing partners?”

      He laughed, an uncomfortable gulping sound. “Perhaps it does.” He had a pleasant smile, and Elinor responded in kind. This was not as terrible as she’d feared.

      When their two dances were over, Lord Adelburn bowed to her, said, “You’re not what I expected,” and was gone before she could reply. Did he believe, as her father had suggested, she would be hoydenish, unmannered, and ungovernable, simply because she could shape fire? She did not know what was more unsettling, the young Earl’s ignorance or Lady Ormerod’s fear. She moved off into the crowd. Surely Selina would be here somewhere. Her sister had a lively sense of humor and had buoyed her spirits so many times during that first, disastrous season. And she had promised to find Elinor unsuitable partners.

      Then Lady Ormerod was at her elbow again, saying, “My dear, here is someone you simply must meet,” and once again Elinor was being led to join the line with barely enough time to learn her partner’s name. She danced, and was offered punch, and danced again, and while she was not exactly enjoying herself, she was forced to admit Mrs. Pembroke was correct; this was very different from her first, unsuccessful season. Though I cannot imagine how Selina managed it, falling in love in a succession of crowded ballrooms. Oh, Selina, where are you?

      “Miss Pembroke, I do hope you are enjoying yourself,” Lady Ormerod said. “May I make known to you Lord Huxley?”

      “My lord,” Elinor said, curtsying, then looked up and had to look further up to meet the tall gentleman’s bright, merry blue eyes. He had a crooked smile that made him seem to be laughing at some private joke; if he was, it was not a cruel one. He bowed to her, his smile widening, and offered her his hand.

      “Miss Pembroke,” he said, and his voice was deep and pleasant. “Dare I hope you will be my partner for the next two dances?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” Elinor said, and found she was telling the truth. She was no romantic; she did not think Lord Huxley looked at her the way a lover might, but the admiration in his eyes told her that he saw her, and not her Extraordinary talent. She accepted his hand with more than usual pleasure.

      “I hope you are enjoying London, Miss Pembroke,” Lord Huxley said as the music began. “The city has so much to offer.”

      “I have not seen much of it as yet, my lord. We have been in town only seven days.”

      “Do you enjoy the theater?”

      “I have been only once or twice, my lord. I am afraid you will think me sadly provincial.”

      He smiled that crooked smile at her. “I would only think that,” he said, “if I believed you did not intend to remedy that lack.”

      “And you can make that judgment based on five minutes’ acquaintance?” She smiled back at him.

      “I pride myself on my ability to read a man’s—or a woman’s—character in her eyes. Yours clearly indicate you have a daring soul.”

      Elinor blushed. “Have I?”

      “Indeed. Do not deny it; you have the appearance of a young woman who, when she is told ‘no,’ wants to know ‘why not?’ ”

      “I think you are mistaken, my lord. But I imagine you intend a compliment, so I thank you.”

      “Do you believe it wrong for a woman to be inquisitive?”

      “I believe inquisitiveness, in either sex, has merit in its place.”

      Lord Huxley laughed. “Such a demure answer. You are not what I expected, Miss Pembroke.”

      “You are not the first to tell me that this evening, my lord.”

      “I think you must not know many other Scorchers, Miss Pembroke. They tend to be rather erratic in their conversation and actions. An Extraordinary Scorcher… the assumption is you must be even more like a Scorcher than a Scorcher, if you take my meaning. Yet you are quiet and polite, and you blush so prettily—yes, there it is again.” Elinor found herself unable to meet his gaze. “And yet I imagine who you truly are is somewhere in the middle of those extremes.”

      “Forgive me, my lord, I am not accustomed to such frankness in conversation with someone to whom I have only just been introduced.” He was remarkably perceptive, was Lord Huxley, and she could not decide if that discomfited her or not.

      “I meant no offense. I find you interesting, Miss Pembroke, and I fear I sometimes presume too much on a new acquaintanceship.”

      “I am not offended, simply…you are the first tonight who has been willing to be so honest. I find I enjoy it.”

      The music came to an end, but when Lord Huxley had made his bow, he offered Elinor his arm. “It is my good fortune to be your partner when supper is announced,” he said. “May I escort you? I should enjoy continuing our conversation.”

      “Thank you, my lord,” Elinor said, blushing again. She felt as foolish as a girl just out of the schoolroom, blushing at any provocation, but despite his age—he was probably in his late thirties—he had a charming smile and seemed genuinely interested in conversing with her.

      She still did not see Selina when they sat down to table, and this distracted her sufficiently that her dining partner drew her attention to it. “Has my company palled so quickly?” he asked with that lopsided smile.

      “I had hoped to see my sister here,” she admitted. “It is not like her to be so late.”

      “Your sister is Lady Wrathingham, is she not? I am afraid I haven’t made her acquaintance, but she is well spoken of in all the best circles.”

      “She is a dear, and I hope it is nothing serious that has delayed her.”

      “Surely not. Will you make me known to her, when she arrives?”

      “I will, if you wish it.”

      “I do. I find I am interested in meeting the relations of someone as remarkable as you, Miss Pembroke.”

      “Now you are flirting with me, my lord. That cannot be proper.”

      “Since you are the only one of your kind in all of England, I think referring to you as remarkable can hardly constitute flirting.”

      This time, Elinor controlled her blush before it spread. “My father said the same, about me being the only one of my kind. Is that true?”

      “He is the one from whom I heard it, and everyone knows Josiah Pembroke is the authority on the history of talent in England.”

      “I see.” She applied herself to her food to cover her confusion. Lord Huxley had spoken to her father—but that did not necessarily mean he—on the other hand, he was exactly the sort of man her father intended for her—and he had escorted her in to supper—

      “You are unexpectedly silent. May I ask what thoughts occupy your mind?” Lord Huxley said.

      “I was thinking about dancing again,” she lied. “I do enjoy it, and it is pleasant to stand up with people one has not known all one’s life.”

      “I regret only that your great popularity militates against my dancing again with you, Miss Pembroke,” Lord Huxley said with a smile.

      Elinor returned his smile, but automatically. He was too smooth, too well-mannered. Elinor did not think herself repulsive, but neither did she believe a man like Lord Huxley would be interested in someone like her unless she came with a sizable dowry. Or, in her case, an Extraordinary one. The warm feeling his attention had generated inside her chest died to nothing. She wished desperately that Selina would appear and they might find a quiet place where Elinor could pour out her misery.

      She managed to endure the rest of the supper, and Lord Huxley’s now obviously insincere compliments, without bursting into tears or setting the table aflame. When the assembled company rose from the table, he offered her his hand once again, but instead of leading her back to the ballroom, he took her through another room and opened a door at its far end. “I am persuaded you are over warm, and some cool air will do you good,” he said.

      Elinor, confused, passed through the door and found herself in a small garden behind the house, and was struck once more by the unfamiliar smell of London, the acrid scent of the fog mixed with the more distant sour-sweet odor of the Thames. The night air was chilly, and although it did clear her head, it was not entirely pleasant; her thin gown was little protection, and goose pimples rose up on her arms and prickled her cheeks. She shivered.

      “My lord, I am grateful for your concern, but—” she began.

      “No need,” he said, and put his arms around her and pressed his lips to hers.

      She was so startled that at first all she could do was stand motionless and allow herself to be kissed. The sleeves of his coat rubbed her bare arms with a roughness that against her chilled skin felt harsh; his mouth tasted of beef and wine gone vinegary in combination with it. Then she came to her senses, and tried to push him away to no effect. His grip around her shoulders tightened, and his lips grew hard and insistent against hers. Furious, she beat at his chest until he finally released her, smiling that crooked smile. She took several steps backward and wiped her mouth with the back of one hand.

      “My lord, I do not know what I have done to make you believe I would welcome such attentions,” she said, her voice trembling with fury, “but I assure you I am not the sort of woman who appreciates them.”

      “It is to your credit that you shy away from me,” Lord Huxley said. “It is obvious from your reaction you are unfamiliar with the ways of men, and I find that most attractive.” He reached out and stroked her cheek; she jerked away. “You need not fear me, Miss Pembroke. I shall teach you to enjoy my embrace.”

      “My lord, I sincerely believe that to be impossible. Pray allow me to return to the ball.”

      He chuckled. “Truly remarkable.” He opened the door for her and took her hand when she tried to pass through it. “I look forward to our next meeting.”

      “I anticipate you will wait long before that happens,” she retorted, pulling her hand free and making her escape. No one seemed to have noticed her absence. She scanned the crowd for Lady Ormerod’s blonde head and, having found it, moved rapidly in the other direction. She left the ballroom and began opening doors at random, knowing only that she needed to find a place where she could be completely alone, not caring that it was both improper and rude for her to be wandering through her host’s home uninvited and unsupervised.

      Is this what I am to be subjected to? she thought. Will everyone believe I am so desperate to be wed that I will accept any impertinence? She rubbed her lips again, harshly, trying to forget the feel of Lord Huxley’s mouth on hers.

      She opened yet another door and stepped into a dimly lit room that smelled of dust and disuse, moonlight filtering through tall windows whose heavy blue or black drapes were tied back with finger-thick ropes, their tassels brushing the floor. A pianoforte shrouded in white sheets stood in one corner; the angular shape of a harp similarly covered stood in another. A long, darkly upholstered sofa with a high back faced the pianoforte at an angle, while pale chairs with narrow legs and cushions matching the curtains stood here and there throughout the room.

      Elinor closed the door behind her and went to sit on one of the chairs, covering her face with her gloved hands. She might be entitled to cry, to feel sorrow for herself, but that would do nothing except ruin her complexion and make her a figure of pity when she eventually returned to the ball. And I suppose I do have to return sometime. It’s a pity there’s no way for me to summon our carriage and make my escape out the back door.

      A discreet cough sent her leaping from her chair, clasping her hands in front of her as if she were a child caught stealing lumps of sugar from the bowl. “You probably shouldn’t be here,” said the man now sitting up from where he had been reclining on the sofa.

      “Well, neither should you,” she retorted, embarrassment giving an edge to her tongue.

      “I live here. You don’t.”

      “If you live here, you ought to be with your guests, not… not skulking in dark rooms.”

      “Where I can startle innocent young ladies, you mean?” The man was tall, with light-colored hair that seemed grey in the dim light of the music room, and he wore a dark suit of an unusual cut. He came around to the back of the sofa and leaned against it, as relaxed as if startling innocent young ladies was something that came naturally to him. “And they’re not my guests, they’re my cousin Harry’s.”

      “Is Lord Ormerod your cousin, then?”

      “Distant. Third cousin, or some such. And I was at the ball until fifteen minutes ago. I thought this was a room where a man might have some quiet, away from all that din.”

      “I didn’t realize I was a din, all by myself,” Elinor said.

      “You’re quiet enough, but I thought if you were here for an assignation, I should make myself known before the situation became awkward.”

      “Assignation?”

      “It’s not uncommon, at these doings. You didn’t come here to meet your beau?”

      “How dare you insult me like that? I am a gentlewoman!” Was it something in her appearance, that made men assume she was open to any amorous advances?

      “It’s the gentlewomen who are most often the ones sneaking off to quiet rooms like this—”

      “Do not say another word, you…Captain,” Elinor sputtered, realizing his strange dark suit with the white facings and the braid along the cuffs was actually a naval uniform. “I came here because I—actually, I think it is none of your concern why I came here, but I assure you it was not for some clandestine meeting. Or are you so quick to accuse me because you are waiting here for some…doxy?”

      “I assure you, I don’t need to make assignations in dark, uncomfortable rooms,” the captain said, his light eyes as colorless as his hair in the dim light. He sounded amused, which infuriated Elinor. She cast about for something cutting to say, but he continued, “And I do apologize, miss, if I offended you. It was an honest mistake.”

      “I wonder you do not have to apologize constantly, if your assumptions are all ‘honest mistakes’ like that one,” she said.

      “I won’t apologize for saying what I think, and that’s true.” He crossed his arms over his chest; she thought he might be examining her, and she blushed with more anger.

      “If you are quite finished staring at me, I’ll leave you to your quiet,” she said.

      She had her hand on the doorknob when he said, “Wait.”

      “Have you thought of some other insult to share with me, Captain?” she said.

      There was a long silence. “No,” he said finally. “It was nothing. A pleasure meeting you, miss.”

      “I wish I could say the same,” she said, and regretted her hasty words the moment they left her lips. She wrenched at the door knob and let the door shut loudly behind her. Why had she said that? He hadn’t intended to insult her, and she’d been so rude…but she couldn’t go back and apologize, she would sound so foolish, and he probably hadn’t been insulted anyway. Her face flamed with embarrassment. With luck, she would never see him again, and eventually she would forget how awful she’d been to a perfect stranger.

      It took her some time to retrace her route, since she had not been paying it much attention when she passed through the house the first time, but again no one seemed to have noticed her absence. Selina still wasn’t there. Lady Ormerod’s blonde head bobbed at the far end of the ballroom. Elinor resolutely didn’t catch the eye of anyone who might feel obligated to ask her to dance and went in search of her mother.

      She found her in one of the salons off the ballroom, playing whist and laughing like mad at something her partner had just said. “What is it, Elinor dear?” she asked.

      “I have the head-ache, mama,” Elinor said, pressing the back of one gloved hand to her forehead in what she hoped was not too theatrical a way. “Do you suppose we might leave soon?”

      “My dear, it is only now gone one o’clock! But if you are ill… Theodosia, do take my cards, and Elinor, you sit here and sip this punch, and I will find your papa.”

      It felt like an age before Mrs. Pembroke reappeared, saying, “Mr. Pembroke has gone to summon the carriage, and I’m sure I don’t need to warn you not to tease him, because he was not happy at having to leave so soon. He becomes so intense when he discusses politics, you know!”

      But Mr. Pembroke did not seem angry. In fact, he looked almost smug when she sat down in the chaise across from him. “I think we may call tonight a success, Elinor,” he said.

      “May we, papa? I am so glad.”

      “Indeed. You comported yourself very well. I cannot tell you how many compliments I received on your behalf. I hope you found the evening enjoyable?”

      Right up until I was assaulted, and then was horribly rude to someone who didn’t deserve it. “Yes, papa. It was gratifying to receive so much attention.”

      “Particularly from certain quarters, eh, daughter?” Mr. Pembroke chuckled.

      “I… don’t understand, papa.”

      “You made at least two conquests tonight—surely you cannot be unaware of this? Of course we cannot consider Mr. St. George’s offer, he is far too old and has no title, but Lord Huxley—”

      Elinor gasped. “Papa, you cannot mean to say Lord Huxley has made me an offer?”

      “And why should he not? You are precisely what he is looking for in a wife. Granted, he is as yet merely his father’s heir, but eventually he will be Earl of Lymington, and the Huxleys have some of the strongest Bounder talent in the country.”

      “But…but he hardly knows me!”

      “Which is why I told him I was unwilling to entertain the notion of your becoming engaged so soon after arriving in London. You will meet him again in company, several times, and I assure you he is committed to fixing your interest with him. He has good manners, he is not too old—”

      “Nearly twice my age, or I miss my guess!”

      “Oh, Elinor, you are being foolish!” Mrs. Pembroke exclaimed. “Handsome, talented, wealthy, titled—you cannot expect to do better. I am so happy for you I could cry!”

      A knot of acid began forming in her stomach again. “Papa, you said it would not do for me to make an attachment on my first appearance.”

      “And you will not. I expect Lord Huxley will not formally make you an offer until you have met some four or five times more.”

      “But what of…did you not say you wished me to have many offers, that you could consider them?” Her head began aching in earnest, as if the jaws of an invisible trap were closing over it.

      “I did not anticipate you drawing the notice of someone as eligible as Lord Huxley. We will be joining him at the theater in three nights’ time; he said you expressed an interest. Do you not see how he cares what will please you?”

      The knot of acid threatened to overpower her. “Papa, I do not—he made improper advances to me, and I am persuaded I cannot like him.”

      Mr. Pembroke waved this away. “It is not uncommon for men to be carried away in the presence of a woman to whom they already feel an attraction,” he said. “You are young and unfamiliar with the ways of the world. Don’t be missish.”

      “Papa,” Elinor exclaimed in desperation, “I will not accept an offer from Lord Huxley.”

      Mr. Pembroke’s pleasant demeanor faded. “What I hear you saying,” he said, “is that you refuse to be obedient to my wishes.”

      “No, papa, I—”

      He leaned forward and gripped her knee painfully hard. “I will not hear ‘no’ from you, daughter,” he said. “You may have no thought for your future, but I assure you, I have. I have indulged your freaks far longer than I should have, given you latitude to do as you pleased, and now I expect that indulgence to be repaid. Do not think I will support you forever. You will marry, you will marry well, and you will be grateful for my interference on your behalf. Do you think a man like Lord Huxley would ever have paid you the slightest heed had I not brought your talent to his attention? Your mother is correct—you cannot expect to do better, and, I might add, you could very likely do worse.”

      Elinor’s eyes watered from pain. “You cannot force me to marry,” she whispered.

      “I can make your life a misery if you do not. Imagine yourself cut off from every pleasure, your allowance vanished, your movements restricted. No more parties, no more balls, no social visits. I will forbid you the library and the newspaper. Choose that, or choose to marry. There is no third way.” He squeezed harder, and she gasped.

      “Mr. Pembroke, do not—”

      “Be silent. Elinor, you are not a fool. You must see what I am doing for you is best. It will make you happy. Think. You cannot believe I enjoy causing you pain.”

      Elinor opened her mouth to speak and gasped again as his grip on her knee grated against the bone. “I understand,” she whispered. A few teardrops spattered the green silk, leaving marks that would probably not come out. Mr. Pembroke loosened his grip and patted her knee before withdrawing his hand.

      “Then everything is settled,” he said in a perfectly normal voice. “You need not rise early tomorrow, daughter. We keep London hours now.”

      Elinor nodded. Mrs. Pembroke, uncharacteristically silent, reached out as if to pat her daughter’s knee, but withdrew before she touched her.

      Elinor submitted to Mostyn’s care—her mother, as if in apology, sent the woman to Elinor first—and then sat in her nightdress on the edge of her bed, staring at the fire. Its flames burned low and Elinor did not have the energy to rouse them. Lord Huxley’s crooked smile came to memory. It would not be so bad, would it? At least he was interested in her, though how much of that interest was due to her talent she had no idea. He was friendly, amusing, attractive, wealthy—or so her father said—and someday he would make her a countess. She felt his mouth pressed against hers once more and went to her knees and scrabbled under the bed for the chamber pot, which she found just in time to be sick into it.

      Afterward, she scrubbed her mouth with her sleeve and laid her forehead against the counterpane. Her father might dress it up any way he liked, but she was being sold on the market as surely as if she were a two-year-old filly. Whatever Lord Huxley wanted from her, she was certain it was not entirely her talent.

      She carried her chamber pot to the water closet and poured it out, wrinkling her nose at the stench, then climbed into bed and pulled the blankets close under her chin. Live as a slave in her family home; live as a slave in Lord Huxley’s mansion, or estate, or wherever it was he lived. There was no third way. And I never did apologize to the captain. Not that it matters now.

      She fell into a restless sleep and dreamed of Luddites smashing her father’s house, dreamed she was one of their number and set the place ablaze, then woke terrified the dream might have been real, though she had not unconsciously burned anything since that first night four months ago. She slept again, and dreamed of her father as the captain of a Caribbean pirate ship, and set his ship on fire over and over again until she woke in the cold April dawn, a third path clearly outlined in her mind.

      She dressed in a dark-green merino walking gown and matching spencer, good quality clothing with no frills, clothing that declared her a serious, responsible person. She put her hair up, something she had been doing for herself since her first, failed season, tied her good grey bonnet with the silk lining over it, and threw a cape over the entire ensemble. She examined herself in the mirror; her heavy brows made her look fierce, which in this case might be a virtue. She straightened her hem, went downstairs, and had the butler summon a hackney.

      She waited in the entry, pretending to be calm, terrified that some Pembroke or other might break with tradition and wake early, come into the hall, and want to know where she was going. Finally, the carriage arrived at the front door. She climbed into it unassisted, rapped on the roof, and said, “Take me to the Admiralty.”
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