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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
3 In which Elinor braves the Admiralty


        

      

    

    
      Elinor had never been to Whitehall, and was disappointed to see that its blocky architecture looked exactly the same as the parts of London she was familiar with. She had thought such an important seat of government would be more distinguished. The Admiralty was housed in a series of unassuming red-brick buildings situated around a central courtyard, surrounded by an imposing colonnade in which stood a small, square entrance barely tall enough to allow her carriage through.

      Even at this hour of the morning, the courtyard was already busy with men, in uniform and out, passing through the entrance and in and out of various doors opening on the courtyard. She paid the hackney driver and stepped down into the yard. She saw no other women, but she held her head high and strode across the expanse to a pseudo-Grecian entry with four columns that looked entirely out of place against the modern brick façade. No one stopped her.

      Inside, she stood, uncertain as to her next move. The marble floor beneath her feet reflected her as a grey smudge marring the smooth whiteness. A fire blazed in the long fireplace, doing its best to warm the bleak room but failing in the effort; the chairs flanking the fireplace were likely the only beneficiaries of its heat. More doors led off this chamber, ahead and to her left, neither of which gave her any clue as to where she should go.

      Her uncertainty mounted, growing within her like an approaching fog she was powerless to stop. It was not too late to go home, to turn and walk out the door as if she’d merely been curious about the interior of the Admiralty and had now satisfied her interest. She half-turned, took a step toward the front door—no, if I am to leave it will be because the First Lord rejects my plan, not because I am a coward.

      She looked desperately from one door to the other, wishing she dared choose one, afraid to choose incorrectly. Her continuing hesitation brought her the dubious assistance of a man in livery, who said, “Is there something I can help you with, miss?” as if certain there was not.

      “I wish to speak with the First Lord of the Admiralty,” she declared, squaring her shoulders and burying her hands in her skirt so their trembling would not betray her.

      The functionary, surprised, said, “Do you have an appointment, miss?” His voice clearly conveyed he could not imagine anyone like her having an appointment with such an august personage as the First Lord.

      “I think Lord Melville will want to speak with me when he knows what information I bring,” she said, keeping her gaze steady and calm in contrast to the man’s growing consternation. She hoped the First Lord was a reasonable man. Her plan hinged on it.

      “Miss, I think you have been misinformed…the First Lord is a very busy man, and no one can simply walk into this building and demand an audience.”

      “I repeat, sir, Lord Melville will wish to speak with me.”

      The functionary blew out his breath in exasperation. “Miss, I’m afraid I will have to ask you to leave.” He reached out as if to grasp her shoulder, hesitated, then stepped forward and made a little shooing motion with his hands that would have amused Elinor if she were not so agitated. He looked like a hen trying to get a recalcitrant chick to obey.

      She clenched her fists, which were now shaking so hard she was certain he could not help but notice. She looked over the man’s shoulder at the large fireplace where the cheerful fire crackled a welcome at her. “Sir, I believe something is wrong with your fire,” she said.

      The functionary reflexively looked over his shoulder. “I see nothing wrong. What do you mean?”

      She raised her hand, knowing drama could sometimes win the day when reason and logic could not. “That,” she said, and made an unnecessary gesture of dismissal as she commanded it to go out.

      Five people passing through the room stopped in their tracks, and Elinor heard someone gasp. The liveried man took two steps backward in astonishment, then turned to look at her, his jaw hanging slack and his eyes wide. “You—” he began, then seemed to lose track of his words.

      “I,” Elinor said, and gestured again. The fire reappeared, as high and bright as if it had never been extinguished. “Shall I show you again? Or will you take me to see Lord Melville?”

      The functionary nodded, his mouth hanging open slightly. “Follow me, miss,” he said.

      Elinor followed him down some broad, marble-paved corridors, too nervous to pay much attention to her surroundings. She kept her gaze directed at the functionary’s back as they passed men in uniform or livery so she would not have to see their reactions to her presence, though she imagined their attention pressing on her back like a blunted knife, too dull to pierce skin but painful nonetheless. Her unwilling guide led her to a heavy oak door that looked exactly the same as all the others they had passed. The man opened it, hurrying inside without waiting for her to precede him. “My lord,” he said, his voice cracking, “this young lady wishes to speak to you.”

      This room was high-ceilinged, paneled in oak with windows along one wall that let in the grey morning light. A long, green-topped table occupied most of the middle of the room, and a fireplace, its fire laid but unlit, interrupted the paneling on her right. Long cylinders that might contain maps hung above the fireplace. Across the room, a clock several feet in diameter set into the wall swept out the time above a pair of globes larger than she could encircle with her arms, bracketed by a pair of narrow glass-fronted bookshelves. It was big and masculine and overpowering and because of that, Elinor relaxed a little; the room was trying too hard to intimidate, like a large man blustering at the world who does not know his trouser seat is torn.

      At the far end of the table stood a high-backed chair, in which was seated a man with a handsome face and slightly disordered hair who looked up at her entrance. Two Admirals standing near him, leaning over the table to examine a large sheet of paper, glanced at her and then gave her longer, more astonished stares, while a fourth man wearing a post-captain’s epaulettes stood looking out one of the windows and did not acknowledge her entrance.

      The seated man said, “Grafton, have you taken leave of your senses?”

      “My lord, please…give her five minutes,” Grafton said, glancing at Elinor with no small measure of fear.

      “No, not five seconds. Young lady, I do not know how you enticed this man to bring you here, but I am astonished at your want of conduct. Please leave before I am forced to have you escorted out.”

      In addition to the fire laid in the fireplace, there were unlit lamps in sconces along the walls and a decorative lamp she guessed was some kind of ship’s lantern on a table below the windows. Another lamp of translucent, cloudy glass some three feet in diameter hung high above the table, shedding only a dim light on the proceedings below. Elinor wondered that the dimness did not bother the First Lord, who surely must be squinting at whatever his paper said.

      She shivered and drew her cape more closely about herself. “Your room is too cold,” she said, and lit every fire in the room at once. The fire on the grate roared in its joy at being set free, filling the fireplace and stretching two feet up the chimney. The lamps on the walls flared seven inches in the air and set liquid wax pouring over the sconces to drip on the floor. The ship’s lantern made a popping sound; Elinor quickly soothed that fire and hoped it had not damaged the lamp too badly.

      Melville leapt to his feet, knocking his chair over; the man nearest the fireplace stepped away from it, shielding his face from the raging heat of the fire; and the man by the window glanced down at the burning lantern next to him, then turned around to look at Elinor and crossed his arms over his chest, reclining against the wall. In that stance, despite his face being backlit by the morning light streaming through the window, Elinor recognized immediately the captain she had met the night before. She took an involuntary step backward, then turned her attention on Melville. He had gone from startled to furious.

      “You dare come into my offices and play Scorchers’ tricks on me!” he shouted. “Grafton, remove this woman at once!”

      “I apologize. I seem to have made your room too warm,” Elinor said. It astonished her that she sounded so calm. “Let me correct my mistake.” She extinguished all the fires with a thought, leaving the room with only their residual heat. Without the scant light of the overhead lamp, the room seemed even colder than before, the wan, blue-grey light from the windows making the four men look as if they were made of wax. Elinor hastily relit the overhead lamp, which lessened the effect but did not eliminate it. Her anxiety melted like the candle wax. She had taken an irrevocable step, and there was no going back now.

      “Grafton—” Melville began, then realized what she’d done. His face fell into the same mask of astonishment the functionary’s had borne only minutes before. “You—” he said to Elinor, then seemed to run out of words.

      “My lord, this is Miss Pembroke,” the captain said, advancing toward the table with his hand on the hilt of his sword to keep it from swinging. “She is, as you may have realized, an Extraordinary Scorcher.” He made a slight bow in her direction. “We were…introduced yesterday evening.”

      “Captain,” Elinor said, bobbing a slight curtsey. He didn’t seem to hold her rudeness against her, but he didn’t exactly seem friendly either. Where had he learned her name? “My lord, I apologize for the display, but I wanted you to take me seriously. I wish to offer my services to the Royal Navy.”

      The room went perfectly silent. Elinor refused to allow herself to blush. This was her third path, and she would not let them deny it to her. “It is well known that the Navy is fighting a losing battle,” she said. “Pirates are harassing British merchant ships, disrupting our trade, while Napoleon’s ships are interfering with the convoys supplying Lord Wellington in the Peninsula. Our Navy is the jewel of our military forces, but most of our ships are too heavy to successfully defend against the smaller, faster privateers and pirates, and as I understand from reports in the newspapers, we cannot afford to split our forces now that Napoleon has closed off European ports to our trade. To make matters worse, most of the enemy ships bear Scorchers in greater numbers than we currently have, and they have destroyed or captured many of the ships we depend on to defend our fleet, forcing our shipyards to scramble to replace them.”

      She took a breath. “My lord, I believe you can use someone with my talent. I am capable of rendering those attacks useless; my power at igniting fires is unmatched; and if enough of our enemies realize that tangling with our ships will bring only death and disaster, they will look for easier targets elsewhere.”

      She was not actually certain of her second point, as she had never yet had reason to test the limits of her power, but she could feel the fire call to her, and believed if she asked it, it would rage hot and bright enough to immolate this building and everyone inside. The image sickened her.

      The silence persisted for a few seconds more, then both Admirals spoke at once, their words tangling in the air so they never reached Melville’s ear. The First Lord bent to right his chair, then sat in it, fixing his eyes on Elinor’s. Years of turning a calm visage to her father’s scorn and anger kept her from flinching at the intensity of his gaze. “Hold a moment,” he said, and the admirals went silent. “You are a woman,” he continued.

      “I realize that. I have been a woman my entire life. Do you think a woman might not feel some desire to defend her country?”

      “Women do not serve in the Navy. For a well-born woman, even an Extraordinary, to do so is unthinkable.”

      “Yet you would accept my offer were I a man. You need me, my lord, and I think under such circumstances, neither of us can afford to entertain such niceties as pertain to my sex.”

      One of the admirals said, “My lord, she’s not wrong.”

      Melville looked at him in astonishment. “Stanhope? You, of all people, entertaining this radical notion?”

      The admiral stabbed at the map with his forefinger. “Six merchant vessels lost in the last month, my lord. And that upstart Wellington has been foaming at the mouth, complaining that we are not making any effort to keep that rabble of an Army of his from starving to death. If she were a man, you wouldn’t think twice. You would probably have gone out of your way to recruit such a talent. And you know the government expects all Extraordinary Seers, Shapers, and Bounders, male and female, to serve four years in the Army’s War Office. We’ve been rejecting female Extraordinaries based on long-standing naval policy, but it might be time for us to rethink that policy. If this young lady is willing to take the risk, I say we allow her to.”

      “That’s preposterous!” the other admiral said. “Miss…Pembroke, was it? Miss Pembroke, you have no idea what conditions on shipboard are like. You know nothing of the privations of war. We cannot guarantee your safety, let alone that you will be treated with the respect a gentlewoman deserves. There is little privacy, the men behave in a coarse fashion that will surely offend your delicate sensibilities, and what they will think of any unmarried woman who—they may offer you insult⁠—”

      “I believe any Scorcher is more than capable of defending against such assaults,” the captain drawled.

      “But no lady should be subject⁠—”

      “I appreciate your concern, Admiral,” Elinor said. “You are correct that I have never experienced such conditions as obtain aboard a ship. I am, however, willing to endure if that is what I must do.”

      Melville shook his head. “I don’t like it.”

      “We haven’t become the preeminent naval force in the world by failing to innovate,” the admiral Melville had addressed as Stanhope said. “Consider it, my lord. Those da— those accursed pirates fleeing before us for a change.”

      “But your reputation—” the other admiral began.

      “Need not suffer if you do not publicize my involvement,” Elinor said, smoothly heading off his objection. “Although that does bring me to the second part of my offer.”

      “And what is that?” Melville said. Elinor thought his opposition might be weakening. What she was about to say might cause him to throw her out of the office entirely.

      “My services do not come free,” she said, “much as my offer is made in a spirit of patriotism. I want fifteen thousand pounds, invested in the funds, available to me in full when my term of service is complete.”

      All the men except the captain burst out in torrents of speech. Elinor waited patiently, clenching her shaking hands in the folds of her skirts, until she judged their outrage had died down somewhat. “Gentlemen,” she said, raising her voice to carry over the din, “you have already addressed an important point: I may well be throwing my reputation away by my actions. I must have the assurance that I will be able to support myself if I do, in fact, end up ostracized by society.”

      “Fifteen thousand pounds is out of the question,” the First Lord said, his face red. “Out of the question. We are stretched to the limit as it is. Do you have any idea of the cost to His Majesty’s government of our sailors’ pay alone, young lady? I cannot approve it.”

      “I am well aware England has invested a great deal of money in this war,” Elinor said. “It is one of the primary points of contention between Whig and Tory and the subject of much debate for those who care about the future of our kingdom. I am also aware that the cost of a new frigate is much greater than the sum I am requesting, and we continue to require more of those since, as I mentioned before, our enemies persist in destroying or capturing them. You might think of me in terms of…of adding another ship to your fleet, in which case fifteen thousand pounds is a rare bargain. And I will forgo my share of the prize money I would otherwise be entitled to as a, well, a sailor aboard one of His Majesty’s warships. Whatever my rank within the Navy would be.”

      “It is impossible. I cannot justify such an expense.”

      “My lord,” Stanhope began, “her logic⁠—”

      “Admiral Stanhope, you should be the first to argue against such an extravagance!”

      “Because I am in favor of reining in our expenses? If we accept Miss Pembroke’s conditions, we save the cost of another ship as well as the time it would take to build one. I have seen an enemy Extraordinary Scorcher in action off the coast of Panama, my lord. Used wisely, Miss Pembroke’s abilities could tip the scales in our favor.”

      “My lord,” Elinor said. “I realize I am asking you to take a risk. If it turns out I am wrong, and I can offer the Navy nothing, then our agreement is void.” She put her hands on the table and leaned forward to look the First Lord in the eye. “My lord, no one knows I came here today. I can walk out of this office and return to my old life if you refuse me. But I don’t want to do that. And I don’t think you want me to either.”

      “My lord⁠—”

      Melville cut off the second admiral with a gesture. He ran the fingers of his left hand through his hair, revealing the secret of why it looked so disordered. “Your family cannot possibly approve this course of action.”

      “I am of age, sir, and an Extraordinary. My family may disapprove, but I am free to make my own decisions.” And I will endure when my father most certainly casts me off.

      The First Lord intertwined his fingers on the desk before him, possibly to prevent himself from rumpling his hair still further. For a moment, he seemed to be looking past her, contemplating some unknown future. Then he brought his gaze to bear on her, and for a moment it contained a degree of calculation so similar to the expression she had often seen in her father’s eyes that her hands shook again. “Miss Pembroke,” he said, then went silent again. “Miss Pembroke, are you certain you understand the implications of what you offer? This is not the life you were raised to. Admiral Pentstemmon is correct; we cannot guarantee your safety, let alone your comfort. There are superstitions about women aboard ship that may cause many seamen to treat you with a lack of the respect you are no doubt accustomed to. And you may find yourself without a life to return to. I repeat—are you certain?”

      Elinor took another deep breath. “My lord,” she said, “the life I was raised to has not turned out to be as satisfactory as you imagine. I had far rather take this chance than stay at home and continue as I have always done.”

      Melville looked at her for another long moment. He extended his hand. “Then I welcome you to the Royal Navy, Miss Pembroke.”

      Admiral Pentstemmon threw up his hands and turned away. Stanhope also extended his hand to shake Elinor’s. “Admiral Stanhope,” he said. “Your talent is remarkable. Can you do it at any time?”

      “I can,” Elinor said, “though I have had it only four months and have yet to discover its limits.”

      “Remarkable,” Stanhope said. “I would like to see the looks on those villains’ faces when they come up against you.”

      Elinor smiled, though now that she’d achieved her goal, her certainty wavered. Not her certainty that she had made the right choice, nor that she could endure shipboard life; she feared she had made these men promises she would not be able to keep. She lit the ship’s lamp once more and gave that flame space in her mind. Yes, if she chose, she could feed it until it broke free and encompassed the room. Whatever her limits might be, burning a ship was not beyond them.

      “I think concealing your presence will give us an advantage in this fight. We shall proceed as quickly as possible, so word of this has no time to spread,” Melville said, removing paper and ink from a drawer next to his seat. “Your word as an Extraordinary is binding in itself, but I think a short document outlining our agreement will be a valuable surety for both our sakes—if you’ve no objection to these gentlemen witnessing?”

      Elinor nodded. It was probably a good idea to define exactly what actions on her part would qualify as benefiting the Navy, in case the penny-pinching First Lord thought to cheat her later by saying she had not performed to satisfaction. Even so, she did not think the talentless Melville would dream of cheating an Extraordinary, however much political power he wielded. She read the document twice, signed, and handed the pen to the First Lord to do the same.

      He swept the nib across the paper with a flourish and waved the paper in the air to dry it. “Excellent. Miss Pembroke, how soon can you be ready to leave?”

      “Tomorrow,” Elinor said, feeling certainty return. She had only to pack her clothing and bid farewell to Selina—why had her sister never appeared at the ball?—and, she supposed, tell her father she was leaving. The temptation to simply leave him a note was profound, but she refused to be a coward any longer.

      “Excellent. Fortunate all around you came today, Miss Pembroke. The need for secrecy prohibits my putting you under the command of the Navy Board, as we do our Speaker corps, so instead I will assign you to Captain Ramsay. It is better, I think, that we keep you outside the chain of command. You will answer directly to him, though I expect you to treat the other officers with respect.”

      The captain had come to full attention as Melville spoke, and almost before he was finished, said, “You want her to serve on my ship, my lord?”

      “Do you have a problem with that, Ramsay?”

      Captain Ramsay fixed his eyes on a point some five inches above Melville’s head. “Wouldn’t Miss Pembroke’s talent be better applied closer to home, sir?”

      “I want those pirates dealt with. We need those American trade goods, and we need the merchant fleet to regain its confidence in us, after all those losses we’ve sustained. Let the ships of the line protect the Peninsular convoys. Unless you are telling me Athena is not up to the challenge?”

      Ramsay shook his head. “No, sir.”

      “You are already acquainted with the young lady, and you are the man on the spot. If I assign her to another ship, I will have to inform yet another man of the secret. I will already have to tell Admiral Durrant, and he will…at any rate, I think I need not tell you not to spread this around.”

      “No, sir.”

      “Very well. Your orders are what they were an hour ago—proceed west to join the fleet. Cover the shipping lanes, engage any enemies you meet, take prizes where you can and burn the rest.” He handed Ramsay a sealed packet of paper.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And stop giving me monosyllables. The Athena is our newest ship and the fastest, and you have distinguished yourself by taking more prizes than any other man of your rank. You are the obvious choice. Dismissed, Captain, and…don’t warn your crew. We both know they will not be able to stay silent.”

      Ramsay brought his gaze down to meet Melville’s eyes. “They won’t like that, sir. They’ll feel betrayed.”

      “You may tell them you will have a special passenger, but that is all you will say until you are safely out of harbor. It’s regrettable, Captain, but I know you see the reason in it.”

      Ramsay glanced at Elinor. “I do,” he said, but his neutral air had turned into something less friendly. Elinor’s heart sank. She’d prepared herself for the possibility the crew might not like her, but she’d hoped at least to have a captain who wanted her there. And he’d seemed so accepting of her plan, right up until it turned out he was a part of it.

      “Thank you, Captain,” she said, and offered him her hand.

      After a moment, he took it, but released her as quickly as good manners allowed and left the room.

      “If you will give me your address, I will send a carriage for you tomorrow morning,” Melville said. “Pack lightly and sensibly; you will be responsible for your own dunnage. Ramsay knows his business and his officers will treat you with respect, but you should not expect them to neglect their duties to wait on you.”

      “No, Lord Melville, and I am accustomed to doing for myself,” Elinor said.

      “I hope you won’t regret this, Lord Melville,” Pentstemmon said.

      Melville looked at Elinor. “So do I,” he said, and shook Elinor’s hand again. “Good luck, Miss Pembroke.”

      Elinor curtsied to each of the admirals in turn, then found her own way out of the Admiralty Building and back through the courtyard to the street, where she waved down a carriage. Safely inside the hackney, she sat rigidly upright in the center of her seat, clenching her hands once more to keep them from shaking. “Wrathingham House,” she commanded, and the carriage lurched into motion. She would tell Selina first, swear her to secrecy, then return home and pack her belongings. She would not face her father until tomorrow morning, when it would be too late for him to stop her. It had nothing to do with fear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
4 In which Elinor embarks, literally, on her third path


        

      

    

    
      Dear Father,

      Dear Sir,

      Papa,

      Father,

      When you read this, I shall be beyond your reach.

      She’d purchased a cheap trunk on her way back from Selina’s house, daring the shopkeeper to make an issue of it, and smuggled it up to her room in terror that someone might see her. Her success at keeping it all a secret seemed miraculous. Half an hour before dawn, she had stood outside the front door, waiting for the First Lord’s hackney and feeling grateful that the butler had no previously undiscovered talent that would let him see through the wood of the door. Now she clasped her hands in her lap as the hackney, black and anonymous and smelling a little of mildew, rattled along the cobblestones toward the docks. She sat well back and did not look out the windows, fearing notice even at this early hour despite the emptiness of the streets.

      Halfway to Wrathingham House yesterday, she had realized that telling anyone, even Selina, what she intended made it likely she would be locked in her room until she agreed to give up her mad scheme. She’d pushed her relief to the back of her mind, told herself she was not being a coward, and kept herself perfectly composed during her visit with her sister, who had no more sinister reason for her absence from the ball than a sudden head cold.

      Selina had listened indignantly to Elinor’s story of her encounter with Lord Huxley and their father’s demands. “He cannot believe you will submit to this plan,” she said. “Come to stay with me, dearest. You must know you will always have a home here.”

      “I will remember that, but I do not think things have come to such a pass yet,” Elinor said, feeling horribly guilty at lying to her beloved sister. “I have not given up on finding another solution.”

      I am not insensible of the fact that for my entire life, I was beneath your notice—until I developed a talent that brought not only myself but you into prominence. How concerned were you for my happiness half a year ago, when I was still, in your eyes, nothing?

      They were crossing the Thames now, its sickly stench flooding her nostrils, and Elinor covered her nose with her handkerchief and looked out across the wide river to watch the ships traveling downstream, around the curving banks to who knew what destination. None of them were Navy vessels, but that was the extent of her knowledge about ships. She was going to be in the way on board…Athena, Lord Melville had called the ship. She would do stupid things, and they would all resent her; this was the worst idea she had ever had and it wasn’t too late to turn around, was it? She could live with Selina, be her companion…her poor, dependent companion, doomed to face the same fate as if she’d remained at home. She tried breathing through her mouth, which made the smell only marginally better. She was not going back; nothing this future held could possibly be worse than what she was leaving behind.

      But you are correct in one thing: I have only two paths ahead of me, even if I disobey you and refuse Lord Huxley’s offer. I must either marry, or remain dependent on you for the rest of my life. The first fills me with dread, the second with abhorrence. I have discovered a third path, and I intend to follow it.

      They left the Thames, and its stench, behind, and entered a part of the city Elinor had never imagined she might visit. Spring had not come to these streets, which stank as badly as the river had. The buildings crowded together as if for company, but were in such a state of disrepair it seemed impossible anyone could bear to live in them, their roofs sagging and gapped where shingles were missing or broken, their windows cracked and patched with brown paper or stuffed with rags.

      The streets here seemed to be in the same condition as the houses, for the carriage bounced more than usual as they passed through the district, though Elinor thought the driver was also driving faster than he had leaving her father’s house, as if afraid of what might happen were he stopped. It seemed impossible that this was the same London as the one she’d left behind, all those enormous buildings weighted down by history. She pushed the heavy hood of her cloak back; she’d worn it not for warmth but for anonymity, and aside from the dirty children who raced alongside, no one was paying any attention to her or her carriage right now. Plenty of time to be stifled when she reached the docks.

      Don’t search for me; as I said, I am beyond your reach. If my departure causes you any pain, I apologize for it, though I think your pain will be more for your lost alliance than for your lost daughter. Believe me when I say this course of action is better for all of us; I gain a life of my choosing, and you lose an undutiful, rebellious daughter who would never be able to satisfy you. If you wish, you may give my love to mama and Amelia, for I do love my family, however my actions might imply otherwise. Farewell, and I hope someday you will be able to forgive me.

      She’d posted a second letter to Selina, its contents more loving but equally uninformative. She was far more concerned about what Selina might think of her disappearance, and had struggled for several hours the previous day trying to decide how much to tell her so her imagination would not be tortured with possibilities. In the end, she had said simply she was going to travel, that she would be gone for some time, and Selina was not to worry about her—though she knew her sister would ignore that instruction.

      The thought of Selina’s suffering made Elinor press her handkerchief to her eyes. She refused to cry. She would not enact Captain Ramsay any tragedies; he already didn’t like the idea of her presence aboard his ship, and she intended to give him no reasons to further regret the First Lord’s plan.

      Ten minutes more brought the carriage back within sight and smell of the Thames, and Elinor leaned forward once more to see her destination. A forest of slim masts had sprung up ahead, their sails furled, and beyond them more ships moved past, these with sails puffed out to catch what little breeze there was. In the distance, the skeleton of an enormous ship sat in a cradle, swarming with tiny figures. Her anxiety faded, replaced by curiosity and the beginnings of excitement. These were the Deptford docks, and somewhere among these ships was the one she would call home for the foreseeable future.

      She sat back and pulled her hood up, peering past its sides as the carriage turned to pass parallel to the small boats that served as transport between the ships nearer the center of the river and the shore. Men went past hauling burdens, singly or in pairs, carrying crates or rolling barrels or coiling lengths of rope or hauling any of dozens of objects whose purpose she couldn’t begin to guess. They shouted to one another in unintelligible accents, their voices blending with the cries of birds and the rumble of cargo being loaded by men who looked as if they could lift a ship out of water and bring it to the cargo instead. A good number of them wore little more than short, loose breeches, which both fascinated and embarrassed her. It now occurred to her that the seamen aboard Athena likely didn’t wear as many clothes as she was accustomed to, and they probably would not change their behavior to suit her sensibilities. She hadn’t even boarded the ship and already she was out of her depth. Hah. A nautical metaphor.

      The carriage came to a halt, and the driver climbed down and opened the door for her. “Let me help you into the boat, miss,” he said.

      Before Elinor could protest, she was handed down into a rowboat shining with fresh black paint, manned by two seamen who looked younger than she was. “You’re going t’ Athena?” the nearer one said. His front teeth had a gap between them, and when he said Athena it came out as Asena. He glanced back at his partner, who shrugged.

      “Just take the lady to the ship, and keep your opinions to yourself,” the driver said, handing down Elinor’s trunk. “Good luck, miss.”

      Elinor twisted around in her seat to watch him drive away, and when she turned to face front again, the young seamen had begun pulling at the oars in straight, smooth strokes. They were facing the wrong way, or at least Elinor thought they ought to watch where they were going instead of where they’d been, but they didn’t seem concerned they might run into some other boat. Both seemed fascinated with her, and Elinor wished she could pull her hood over her face again, regain that anonymity.

      “Goin’ t’ the Asena,” the sailor said. “Wotcher goin’ there for?”

      “Are you one of Athena’s crew?” Elinor asked. The young man nodded. “Then I suppose you will learn that once we’re there, won’t you?” Captain Ramsay likely resented her for his not being allowed to forewarn his crew about her presence. Elinor ruthlessly shoved her anxieties away again—plenty of time to entertain them in private, once she…oh, no, will I even have a private place to sleep? Don’t people on ships sleep in hammocks? I will never be able to sleep in a hammock. It’s fortunate I can’t swim, or I would risk the Thames and go home. But she knew she wasn’t going back, even if it did mean sleeping in a hammock, surrounded by a hundred sailors.

      They came out from among the great ships being loaded at the docks, into smooth, murky water the color of grey, smoked glass, and the young men, again without looking, steered the boat so it was pointed at a large ship anchored a short distance away. From here, she could clearly read the word ATHENA painted across the rear of the ship. It was beautiful, all sleek curving lines contrasting with the straight masts and cross-beams, its black paint and yellow trim fresh and bright, its sails bundled along the masts white in the morning sun. They were approaching the side of the ship from the rear, which gave it a foreshortened look and prevented Elinor from seeing whatever figurehead might be mounted at the front; would they have put an image of the Greek goddess there?

      A bay of six glass-paned windows across the rear of the ship looked out of place, as if someone’s sitting room were trying to emerge from the ship’s curved posterior. She counted the red-lined gun ports—thirteen, so Athena carried twenty-six guns, and more—she couldn’t tell how many—on the deck above. The ship looked enormous to Elinor, though based on the number of guns it was actually small compared to the 74-gun ships of the line that were the pride of the Royal Navy. Lord Melville had called Athena one of their fastest ships, but Elinor had trouble believing anything that size could possibly be fast. That, however, was an opinion she planned to keep to herself. She had heard sailors were proud of their ships and didn’t like outsiders criticizing them. At least she knew better than to call it a boat.

      It loomed larger as they neared it, the oarsmen not slowing down at all. Elinor gripped the rough edge of her seat and bit her lip to keep from screaming at them to stop before they crashed into the ship. Just as she was certain she would be finding out whether or not she could swim, the seamen dipped the oars, and the boat turned, slowed, and came to a neat stop next to Athena’s side, barely kissing the wood without leaving a mark.

      Wooden cleats affixed to the ship’s side ran from the waterline to the deck, high above, like a primitive ladder. Climbing it would be impossible, even if she weren’t wearing a gown. “I can’t climb that,” she told the men, reddening with embarrassment. She was not even aboard ship and already she needed special treatment.

      “Identify yourself!” A head, darkly backlit against the lightening sky, peered down at them.

      The first seaman stood up, rocking the boat so Elinor had to grip the edge of her seat again. “Lady comin’ aboard! Send down the bo’sun’s chair!”

      Moments later a bundle came into view, high above, and was slowly lowered toward them. It turned out to be some kind of seat that did not look stable, a tangle of canvas and rope that, once untangled, hung limp like a child’s swing. The seaman helped Elinor arrange herself in it, holding the ropes while she tried to balance in its exact center and simultaneously keep her gown from hiking up; the other young man stared at her slack-jawed and did not offer to help. The gap-toothed sailor strapped a harness around her and shouted again.

      Elinor gasped as the “chair” jerked into motion. She kept a firm grip, for despite how securely she was fastened into it, she felt terribly unsafe. She carefully kept her eyes fixed straight ahead, insisting to herself she was safe, truly she was; they had handled the whole transaction so matter-of-factly they must do this all the time, and there was nothing to worry about.

      The seat rotated slightly, and she gripped the rope so tightly the fibers cut into her palm as her view went from being one of the ships moored at the dock to the smooth black side of Athena, so close she could have touched it if she’d dared let go of what she was clinging to. The young seaman shouted something up at her, but she couldn’t make it out. A gull swept past, croaking its shrill cry; she squeaked involuntarily and cringed, then felt like a fool. It’s only a bird. And you’re not dangling what feels like twenty feet in the air with nothing beneath you but a tiny wooden boat and who knows how many feet of filthy water.

      Soon her eyes were level with the deck, then she rose above it and realized the seat was attached to a spar and its ropes were being pulled on by several men who acted as if her slight weight was almost impossible for them to manage. A couple of crewmen came forward to help her out of the chair; they both looked puzzled at her appearance, as if they hadn’t been expecting her. Which, of course, they weren’t. “I would like to speak to Captain Ramsay, please,” she said.

      They looked at one another, then at her, their expressions of puzzlement deepening. “The Capt’n?” one said. “Wotcher want w’ the Capt’n?”

      “That’s my business,” Elinor said in her most patrician manner, softening it slightly with a serenely smiling visage. She was barely able to understand his thick accent. Yet another problem she had not considered when embarking on the madness that was this journey. Behind her, the ropes and pulleys creaked again. She hoped it was her…dunnage, yes. It was like learning a foreign language.

      “Whom have you brought on board?” A dark-haired man wearing a lieutenant’s epaulette approached her. He sounded irritated. “We are not expecting—I beg your pardon, who are you?”

      “I have business with Captain Ramsay,” Elinor said in that same firm tone.

      “And what business is that?” The lieutenant had bad skin and a nose that turned up at the tip, which gave him the appearance of a somewhat seedy elf.

      “Private business. Can you conduct me to him, Lieutenant?”

      The lieutenant looked her up and down, almost leering, as if he had a suspicion of what the captain’s private business might be. Again I wonder if there is something about me that makes men believe I am open to the most immoral practices. “Certainly,” he said. “Follow me.”

      There was rope everywhere, tawny, thick strands strung like a giant child’s cat’s cradle from the masts to the sails and from there to the deck, where it was wound round pegs and an enormous spool with spokes emerging from it. Men swarmed over the deck, hauling more rope and wooden buckets and other things she did not recognize; they stepped around Elinor, glancing at her, but did not pause in their activities. They were surprisingly quiet, speaking just above a normal volume, rarely shouting out to their fellows but appearing to understand one another quite well nevertheless.

      Elinor looked up at the sails and observed more men clinging to the masts and the cross-pieces—she ought to at least learn the names of the ship’s parts, if she were to be even nominally a part of Captain Ramsay’s crew. They were beginning to unfurl the white sails, and Elinor wondered if the wind would be sufficient to take them out of harbor or if they might be stranded here at Deptford for days. Days during which her father could search for her.

      She closed her fists until her nails cut into her palms. Her father might think to ask the butler, who knew Elinor had hired a hackney the previous day and might have heard her instruct the driver to take her to the Admiralty. Then he might manage to find someone there who had seen her…she unclenched her fists. Lord Melville and the two admirals would say nothing. Her father would not be able to find her. And even if he did, Captain Ramsay would not allow him to drag her, screaming, off Athena. Probably.

      The lieutenant led her past a grating over a large, square hole in the deck to a set of steep stairs—Elinor was tempted to turn around and go down them as if they were a ladder, but the lieutenant seemed quite casual about descending them, and she already disliked him enough not to want to show weakness in front of him—and into a noisy, crowded place filled with sweaty bodies and cannons larger around than she was.

      Men shouted past each other and laughed at jokes she couldn’t make out, told in accents she couldn’t understand. The walls curved just the slightest bit, and the ceiling was low enough the lieutenant had to duck a little to avoid cracking his head on the beams. It was lit only by the sunlight coming through the gun ports and by brass lanterns giving off an orangeish light; she heard the noise decrease, and as her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she saw the men nearest her were staring, their silence spreading outward until Elinor felt deafened by it.

      She turned and hurried to catch up to the lieutenant, who had moved without hesitation beyond the stairs to a door whose carved moldings belonged in a country house rather than on board a ship, an unexpected contrast to the flimsy wall into which it was set. Beyond that was a tiny, windowless room with another door, on which the lieutenant knocked and said, “Captain? You have a…visitor.” He looked at Elinor over his shoulder and smiled; it was, again, nearly a leer.

      Elinor responded with a smile of her own, innocent friendliness concealing her irritation. I wonder what that smile of yours will look like when you learn we are shipmates?

      Half a minute later, the door opened, revealing Ramsay in the process of buttoning his jacket. “Miss Pembroke,” he said, “please come in. Thank you, Mr. Livingston, that will be all.” Elinor glanced back before the door closed and saw, for a moment, a hint of disdain touch the lieutenant’s eyes.

      This room was brightly lit by the morning sun pouring through the clear glass of the windows, two of which were open to catch the brisk air and the sound of seabirds kraaawing across the river. With pictures adorning the walls, it had a comfortable, home-like look. Less domestic was the pair of swords mounted one above the other on the wall to her right, the longer one decorated with gilt and a tassel, the shorter one plainer with signs of use. There was another door to the left, smaller and flimsy by comparison to the others, and a couple of covered objects Elinor realized after a moment were small cannons.  They were a reminder that this room, as homelike as it seemed, was still built primarily for war.

      Two couches upholstered in brown leather, with a short oak cabinet resting between them, fit nicely into the space beneath the windows, though why they were attached to the walls, she could only guess—to keep them secure in bad weather, perhaps? A long table stood near the furthest left-hand window where the light would fall most brightly on its surface, with a log book open on it, and a chair was drawn up to it at an angle as if someone had just got up, for example, to answer the door.

      “You’re earlier than I expected,” Ramsay said.

      “This is apparently what the First Lord meant when he said he would send a carriage in the morning,” Elinor said. This was the first time she had seen the captain in full light. His face was long and interestingly bony, his nose a little crooked as if he’d broken it once and had it imperfectly set. He wore his light-brown hair cut short and swept back from his face, which again had that neutral expression she’d seen in the Admiralty, and his eyes were a startling blue against his tanned skin. Elinor had heard seamen grew weathered and prematurely aged because of their exposure to wind and wave, but despite the faint lines at the corners of his eyes, Ramsay didn’t look old, merely as if he were contemplating a puzzle he was not certain he could solve.

      “Where is your companion?” he asked.

      “My—?” Elinor flushed. “I have no companion.”

      Ramsay’s eyebrows went up. “No companion? Miss Pembroke, do you have no care for your reputation at all?”

      “I cannot expect another woman to endure what are apparently the privations of shipboard life,” Elinor retorted. And I cannot afford to hire a duenna or abigail.

      “You know what society will think if word of your…adventure…gets around.”

      “I am depending on you to see it does not, Captain.”

      Ramsay’s lips tightened. “That’s quite an expectation. Mr. Selkirk has the boys in charge; none of our officers have wives aboard. And duenna is not among my duties.”

      “I apologize, Captain. Please believe I do not hold you responsible for the keeping of my reputation. I meant only that I know you will do your best to conceal my presence here. And I think my being an Extraordinary is some protection.”

      “Protection from overt censure, possibly. I still think you should have a companion.”

      “Where do you suggest I find one at this juncture?”

      Ramsay shook his head and turned away from her so she couldn’t see his expression. She clenched her fists. This was so stupid, this assumption that because she was a woman, her virtue was irreparably stained the moment she was alone with a man not related to her anywhere but the drawing room of her own home. She felt like burning something, anything to give relief to her pent-up frustration and anxiety and fear, but she did not want to appear ungoverned and dangerous in front of this man.

      Finally, Ramsay looked back at her, his expression as calm as if she weren’t an impediment to him, which she was certain she was. “If that’s your decision, Miss Pembroke…well, I suppose it doesn’t matter so long as we can conceal your presence. We will set sail around noon, and I’ll ask you to keep to these quarters until we are underway.”

      Elinor nodded. Ramsay looked as if he wanted to say more, shook his head, and went to take the short sword off the wall. He strapped it to his waist, picked up his hat, and said, “Athena is the newest design for frigates—the captain’s quarters have a little more space, so we’ll be able to accommodate you nicely. This is the great cabin. Please feel free to make use of it whenever you want. I keep a few books in that cabinet you’re welcome to.”

      He slid open a panel Elinor had thought was a wall, revealing a tiny space containing a bench with a hole in it. “The quarter gallery. The, ah, sanitary facilities,” he clarified when she looked at him in confusion. “We call it the head. And over here is where you will sleep.” He opened the second door to reveal another tiny chamber mostly filled with a strange, boxy-looking bed. Ramsay Moved the narrow, long chest sitting on the bed, making it rock, and lifted the chest to shoulder height.

      “But…this is your bedroom,” Elinor said, looking at the chest.

      “Not anymore. Now it’s yours.”

      “I cannot take your room, Captain.”

      Ramsay removed his hat and turned his full gaze upon her. “Miss Pembroke,” he said, “I could hardly call myself a gentleman if I didn’t see to your comfort. I’ll be bunking out here. Don’t trouble yourself on my account.”

      “But—”

      “The First Lord put you under my command, yes? Then I’m making this a command. I’ll return shortly.” He put his hat back on and was out the door before Elinor could protest further.

      She gave the bed a little shove—it was mounted in a way that made it sway at her touch—and went back to the great cabin to look out the windows. They provided her with a view of the river traffic headed into London or toward the sea. Not all the ships had sails; some were propelled by oars, a few near the shore by long poles, but mostly it was sails as far as she could see in both directions. She imagined what it would be like to look out these windows and see nothing but water, and she shuddered, excited and terrified by the thought.

      The room Ramsay had indicated she was to sleep in was little more than a windowless cubby illuminated only by one of those orange-tinged lamps. She wondered what other frigates were like, if this were representative of “more space.” At least the bed wasn’t a hammock, even if it did move alarmingly like one.

      Two of the sailors brought her trunk into the room, and she unnecessarily tidied its contents when they were gone, reflecting on how strange it felt to wear only a boned chemise and shift rather than stays, which she had left behind knowing she would be unable to don them without assistance. She smoothed the wrinkles from her favorite evening gown, white rose-figured gauze over pink silk, then hung it on a peg in the narrow cupboard; she had no idea when she would wear it, but she hadn’t been able to bear the thought of Amelia snatching it up as she was certain to do with the rest of Elinor’s wardrobe, once it became clear she was not returning. Never mind that she wouldn’t be able to wear any of it; Amelia could never bear anyone having the advantage of her.

      She returned to the great cabin and took a turn around the room. The wall into which the door was set appeared impermanent, as if it were designed to be removed, though why that should be necessary she had no idea. She looked out the windows, then sat on one of the couches. There was another sliding door on the opposite side of the room to the head, and before she could contain herself, curiosity drove her to open it.

      The space beyond, matching the size and shape of the head, would have been small even if it hadn’t held Ramsay’s chest and a neat bundle of fabric hanging from the ceiling. She pushed on it and watched it sway; so this was what a hammock looked like when it was not in use. Windows looked out across the Thames toward the ship under construction, filling the little room with light. She slid the door shut and then took a few startled steps backward as the cabin door opened and Ramsay entered. Elinor quickly turned away, her cheeks red. “Will you show me how to work the windows, Captain?” she asked to cover her confusion.

      Ramsay showed her how to turn the latch and prop the windows out of the way. “Keep them closed during heavy weather, obviously,” he said, then gestured for her to take a seat on the sofa. “We have a few things to discuss, you and I.”

      Elinor took a seat and crossed her hands neatly on her knees, and waited for him to speak. He looked at her as if he expected her to say something, then shrugged.

      “Sailors can be superstitious about women on board, though it’s not that uncommon an occurrence,” he began, “and they are terrified of fire. Getting the ships to accept Scorchers on board has been a battle, especially since none of them have your ability to contain fire. On the other hand, sailors are also superstitious about Extraordinary talents, in a good way—they see them as a sort of divine providence. So between the two of us and Peregrine Hays, the surgeon, that should offset their fears. Somewhat.”

      “You’re an Extraordinary?”

      He nodded. “Mover.”

      “You can fly?”

      His lips twitched in a fleeting smile. “That’s the definition of an Extraordinary Mover, Miss Pembroke.”

      “I’ve never known an Extraordinary Mover before.”

      “Well, I’d never met an Extraordinary Scorcher before, though I gather no one in England has in a century.”

      Elinor flushed. “According to my father,” she said in a low voice. She knew she sounded resentful, but if he noticed, Ramsay didn’t react.

      “At any rate, you should be prepared for some of the crew, and possibly some of the officers, to steer wide of you and make warding signs in your direction. As long as they don’t grow abusive, you should ignore that behavior. I think a few victories in which they can see your talent directed against the enemy should make them less antagonistic.”

      “I will do my best not to give them cause for resentment.”

      “Let’s hope that makes a difference. You’re not to wander beyond the captain’s quarters and the quarterdeck. I’ll show you exactly what that means when we’re underway. The men don’t need you intruding on their space. They’re good men, at least most of them are, and they know I expect them to behave honorably, but you have an ambiguous status here, and I can’t guarantee some of them won’t be stupid enough to offer you insult. You’re free to defend yourself, but I don’t want you offering provocation.”

      Elinor was annoyed at his implication that she might be the one causing trouble, but decided not to challenge him.

      Ramsay went on, “I will have one of the midshipmen instruct you on ship’s rules and regulations, mainly so you won’t get in anyone’s way, though you will be expected to obey the rules that apply to someone in your position. If I give you an order, you follow it. If one of the officers tells you to move, you move. But I will be the one directing your attacks, when the time comes. You will eat with me and my officers, and dinner is as formal an occasion as we can make it, though judging by what you’re wearing now you’ll look more formal than the rest of us. Any questions?”

      “Yes,” Elinor said, her irritation getting the better of her at last. “Will your antagonism interfere with the performance of my duties here on your ship?”

      He looked surprised. “I don’t feel any antagonism toward you.”

      “You are certainly giving an excellent impression of a man faced with an insurmountable annoyance.”

      Ramsay closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath, then released it slowly. “Miss Pembroke,” he said, his eyes still closed, “your presence here causes me some difficulties, it’s true. This ship is embarking on its maiden voyage, half the crew and a third of my officers have never sailed with me before, and the Atlantic journey isn’t the easiest to make.”

      He opened his eyes, and again she was startled at how blue they were. “I’m not happy about having to explain your presence and then deal with the consequences while I am, at the same time, trying to integrate over one hundred men who don’t know me into my crew. And you are a civilian, and civilians make trouble simply because they don’t understand what life on a Royal Navy vessel is like—and before you come over haughty at me again, I believe you will do your best not to be a problem, but you’ll make honest mistakes that will still cause trouble. But I also think your talent will be invaluable in this fight, so I’m willing to face all those potential problems for its sake. I just don’t think it’s reasonable for you to expect me to be happy about doing so.”

      “I…think I understand, Captain. I wish there were a way to do this without so many problems.”

      “If that were possible, this wouldn’t be the Royal Navy.” His lips twitched in that faint smile again, making Elinor wonder if he were even capable of stretching his lips wide enough for a real one. “We will meet with my officers in the great cabin in about an hour, when they’re all aboard. You’ll hear two bells—two bells of the forenoon watch; you should probably start becoming accustomed to our timekeeping aboard ship. I think it’s fair to tell the officers what’s happening before the rest of the crew knows. And, Miss Pembroke… for what it’s worth, all things considered, I’m glad to have you on board.”

      He nodded to her and left the room before she could think of a suitable reply. That was at odds with his demeanor and his lecture to her about proper behavior. For a moment, he had been much more like the man she had met in the Ormerods’ music room. Remembering that meeting still made her blush, though she didn’t know why; he certainly hadn’t behaved as if her rudeness had affected him at all.

      She went to lean against the windowsill and watched the ships pass by in the distance. A few hours, and Athena would join them, and it would be too late to abandon this course. That would not matter; she already knew she would not turn back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
5 In which Elinor has a small problem, which leads to a larger problem


        

      

    

    
      Elinor slid the door to the head closed and leaned against it. Well. This was certainly something she should have come prepared for, and having been caught unprepared, she felt embarrassed and foolish and angry all at once. What was she to do? Her wardrobe was not large enough that she could afford to use one of her shifts for rags. She would have to ask someone for help, but the thought only deepened her mortification.

      After three days at sea, she barely knew enough to put names to faces. First Lieutenant Beaumont was polite but impossibly distant; Lieutenant Livingston, who’d “welcomed” her aboard, continued barely civil; Lieutenant Fitzgerald was awkward and bumbling in her presence. The midshipmen pretended not to notice her. The assortment of men who held positions somewhat lower than the commissioned officers but a good deal higher than the crew baffled her, the officers’ servants avoided her, and as to the crew… after hearing someone, in a none-too-low voice, refer to her as “the captain’s bit of muslin” a second time, she had not needed Ramsay’s warning to stay away from their territory, much as she longed to visit the place where the livestock were kept below.

      Ramsay. He’d introduced her to his officers, and then to the crew, and such was the force of his personality that there had been silence from the former and a subdued murmuring from the latter. But Elinor was certain none of them believed she could do what she claimed. She pounded her fist against the sliding door. If she could only prove herself—but there was no practical way to do that, not without damaging the very thing that kept them all alive. She could ask Ramsay for a solution to her problem, but she would…she would be damned if she kept crawling to him for help. Ramsay didn’t permit profanity on his ship, but that didn’t stop the men from swearing when they thought an officer couldn’t hear, and Elinor was surprised at how many vulgarities she’d picked up in her walks around the deck. Just thinking the word made her feel sinful. It was a good, strong, hot feeling that countered the griping ache below her stomach.

      No, there was someone she could speak to, wasn’t there? She’d met the Extraordinary Shaper Peregrine Hays once, that first day, when she shook hands with each of the officers and he had given her an absent smile. He had a room on the deck below, a place Ramsay had forbidden her to go, but surely he could not expect her to abide by that rule under these conditions? She had a medical problem and needed assistance. Ramsay would simply have to accept that.

      Passing through the main deck, even for the short distance from the great cabin to the stairs of the companionway, never failed to make her feel like an outsider. A breeze from outside, carrying the odor of salt and damp canvas, only made the fug of the deck stronger, and she tried to pinch her nostrils closed without actually putting a hand to her face.

      The source of that fug, the muscular, barely clad men smelling of sweat and tart-bitter blacking from the guns, paused in what they were doing as she passed. Most stepped well out of her way, refusing to meet her eyes, but a few moved only enough that she had to brush against them as she passed. Their grins told her they knew exactly what they were doing, and she had a brief but vivid daydream of setting their grimy trousers or shirts on fire, seeing those leering grins turn to terror. It made her sick to think herself capable of even imagining such a thing. So she ignored them. They aren’t hurting you, she told herself, and you have endured worse than this. At least none of them had ever offered her violence.

      She went down the companionway to the deck below—if only people would talk to her, she could learn the names of things!—with her spine stiffened and her eyes fixed straight ahead, followed by the sounds of unintelligible commands and the soft chime of the bell on the quarterdeck, marking out time according to some system she still didn’t understand.

      In contrast to the warm, crowded, noisy main deck, where cannons were everywhere underfoot, this deck was practically bare. A few hammocks were strung and occupied, but at nearly noon most of the sailors were elsewhere, their hammocks rolled and stowed in nets in the rigging on the weather deck. Ramsay had told her this provided more protection for the crew during the battle, with the rolls of heavy canvas deflecting the sharp spears of wood flung up by cannonballs plowing the length of the deck. The image had made Elinor queasy, but she had controlled her reaction rather than let Ramsay believe her a coward.

      Above her head were the cleverly devised tables that lowered from the beams at mealtimes, and Elinor moved more quickly, because it was only a few minutes until the sailors’ noon meal and not even Ramsay interfered with that. Ahead of her, and to her right, were three doors set into the same kind of movable partitions that formed the forward wall of the great cabin. She hesitated for a moment, then knocked at the nearest. No one answered.

      She was about to knock at the next door when the first opened and a man leaned out. He was entirely bald, his reddened scalp speckled with brown, and he wore a dingy white shirt half tucked into his trousers, which he was holding up with one hand. The other was pressed to his stomach. “You,” he said, sounding surprised. “Wot deck we on then?”

      “I—” His question made no sense. “I am looking for Mr. Hays,” she said, trying to regain her equilibrium.

      The bald man blinked slowly, then clapped a hand over his mouth and ducked back into the room. Sounds of retching and the stink of vomit drifted through the door. Elinor put her hand over her own mouth to hold in a completely inappropriate laugh. Shortly, the man reappeared, somewhat paler than before, and said, “You want the surgeon?”

      “Yes, please, if you’ll just—no, I can find him myself if you’ll only tell⁠—”

      The man was fastening up his belt and tucking in his stained shirt properly. “Time I was seein’ him meself, missie. Don’t think I got no more o’ they thunderations pent up in me belly, like to see me own innards next time.” He opened the door to her right and indicated she should enter.

      More doors lined the walls of a sizeable room illuminated dimly by a bulbous glass lamp hanging above a polished wooden table, around which were arranged several spindle-backed chairs—this must be the gunroom, where those officers who hadn’t been invited to dine with the captain ate. It smelled musty, like a room infrequently aired out, which made sense since it was probably often below the water line. Ramsay’s table was elegant, set with a linen cloth and silver and crystal that to Elinor seemed completely out of place, and the food was excellent, so Elinor had felt some pity for the officers who didn’t receive an invitation.

      Now, taking in the excellent craftsmanship of the furniture and the beautiful lamp of pale amber glass, she realized they did not need her sympathy. Possibly their dinners were more lively affairs than the captain’s, though it was likely, even probable, that her presence had had a chilling effect on the conversation at the captain’s table these last three evenings. Or perhaps Lieutenant Beaumont and Mr. Worsley, the purser, who’d joined them on those three occasions, were both naturally taciturn. They had been the three most uncomfortable dinners Elinor had ever endured, and considering her relationship with her father, that made them very uncomfortable indeed.

      The bald man went around the table and opened a door without knocking. “Mr. Hays, yon missie’s got business w’ you, and I needs summat to still this pit o’ mine,” he said.

      “Mr. Bolton, I told you I cannot dose you further—oh, Miss Pembroke,” Hays said, stepping through the door and peering at her as if he had forgotten his spectacles, which surely a Shaper had no need of. “If you are suffering from mal de mer, I am afraid I have no Healing for it. Mr. Bolton, return to your room and do try to sleep this time.”

      “Man can’t sleep w’ this fire gnawing at ’is innards,” Bolton said, putting a hand over his stomach for emphasis.

      “Then perhaps you should not eat meat that has gone off, even on a dare. I have given you plenty of water, and do not make that face; it’s clean and will help your system recover from the Healing. Go now, and remember—sleep.”

      Bolton made a face, but left, nodding at Elinor as he went. His unexpected… it was almost friendliness, and it had startled her so much she had nearly forgotten why she had come seeking out Hays in the first place. “Mr. Hays, I have a somewhat delicate problem,” she began.

      “Ah. I expect your menstrual cycle has begun. If you are suffering from the attendant physical complaints, I believe I can help you, though, alas, even Extraordinary Shapers cannot change the laws of biology in this respect.” He smiled and tapped the side of his nose knowingly.

      “How did you⁠—”

      “It was evident in my initial assessment of your physical condition. Have a seat, please.” Hays guided Elinor to a chair; she pulled away from his hand, anger growing in her.

      “You intruded—how dare you invade my privacy in that manner!”

      Hays was at least six and a half feet tall, a crane of a man who had to bend far over to keep from hitting his head against the low ceiling, and now his eyes, which had previously seemed unfocused, came to rest on her with an unnerving firmness.

      “Miss Pembroke,” he said, “you must know little of the Royal Navy, and I beg pardon that you were not informed of this, but it is Navy regulation that officers and crew submit to a physical examination by a qualified Extraordinary Shaper before embarking on any voyage that will take them out of British waters. It is a practice that has eliminated some of the worst medical disasters that in the past were distressingly regular. Your arrival was so irregular I unfortunately had to perform that examination in an ad hoc manner, but now⁠—”

      “I see,” Elinor said, her cheeks still flushed. “I… you’re correct, I did not know. I apologize.”

      He waved it away and drew up another chair. “No need to apologize. Give me your hand.” His own hand was unexpectedly soft for someone who treated battlefield injuries, and whatever he did when he closed his eyes, Elinor felt nothing, except, eventually, a lessening of the ache in her belly.

      “You are in perfect health, Miss Pembroke,” Hays finally said, releasing her hand. “And your talent is remarkable.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Hays, but I do not understand how you can say that when you have never seen me use it.”

      He smiled and patted her hand as if he were much older than the fifty-odd years she estimated his actual age to be. “Your talent is written throughout your body,” he said. “They all are, you know, bred in the blood and bone, but Scorchers are all ash and char, and you are living fire. Perhaps that is a bit too poetical, but Shaping is a kind of poetry, did you realize?”

      She grasped the part of that speech she did understand. “Living fire?”

      “Did I say that? Sometimes I am carried away by beauty,” Hays said. “It’s true I know nothing of your talent, but I imagine you must feel great joy when you are surrounded by your element.”

      Elinor nodded. “I do.”

      “There you are, then,” Hays said, patting her hand again. “If there’s ever anything else I can do for you, Miss Pembroke, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

      “Actually, Mr. Hays, I was wondering if you had something I might use for rags,” Elinor said, flushing again. Why she should be embarrassed to ask this of someone who had seen her most private inward parts, she didn’t know, but embarrassed she was.

      Hays felt no such embarrassment. “Of course,” he said, and Elinor followed him out of the gunroom, down the steps to an even lower deck—she felt wickedly pleased at her disobedience—and to a storeroom, where he gave her an armful of rolled bandages. “I keep many on hand, so please ask if you need more,” he said.

      “Thank you, but I think this will suffice.” Elinor bobbed a curtsey and made her way back up the stairs.

      The noise of the main deck made an unpleasant contrast to the quiet below. Elinor clutched her bundles to her chest and tried not to look furtive, feeling certain every man there knew what she was about. She turned to go to the great cabin and bumped into one of the seamen, dropping one of the rolls in her surprise. Over the man’s shoulder, she saw Lieutenant Livingston standing near the companionway to the quarterdeck, watching the interaction, his face expressionless. “I beg your pardon,” she said to the man, and bent to retrieve the cloth.

      She felt a sharp twinge in her rear end, and stood upright with an outraged squeak, rubbing the place where the man had pinched her. More rolls fell. “How dare you!” she exclaimed.

      The man grinned at her and winked. “Rub up ’gainst me any time, bob-tail.”

      Elinor looked over at Livingston, who hadn’t moved. More men stopped to watch, men coming from behind, men’s heavy footsteps on the companionway. “Step out of my way,” she said, and cursed the quaver in her voice. The sailor’s grin became wicked.

      “Stand aside now,” said Ramsay, descending the last few steps at speed and taking in the situation with a glance. He grabbed the sailor’s shoulder and shoved him in Livingston’s direction. “Confine this man pending his punishment,” he said. “The rest of you, back to work unless you want to join him. Miss Pembroke, my cabin. Now.” He took her elbow and dragged her toward the great cabin, past the Marine sentry; she was too shocked to protest his rough handling. She clutched at her remaining bandages, unable to remember why she held them.

      Ramsay slammed the door behind them and turned on her. “I told you that space was off limits,” he said in a low, furious voice. “What the devil were you doing? You are under orders, Miss Pembroke, though you don’t wear a uniform, and I do not make suggestions.”

      His anger snapped her out of her confusion and roused some anger of her own. “I needed the surgeon, Captain, on a feminine matter I’m certain you’d prefer I didn’t elaborate on. I did nothing wrong. It was that man who offered me insult.”

      “Had you not been there, he would have gone about his work and would not now be facing punishment.”

      “You blame me for his coarse behavior?”

      “These are not the sort of men you’re accustomed to. They know I expect them to behave honorably, and most of them live up to that expectation, but there are always some who lack the will to discipline their baser instincts, and changing that is beyond my power. Blame is irrelevant, Miss Pembroke. What matters is that you disobeyed my instruction, and now I will have to have a man flogged for it.”

      Elinor’s mouth fell open. “Flogged?”

      “Discipline must be maintained, Miss Pembroke. I’ve gone three years without having to resort to the cat, but I cannot allow these men to believe you are vulnerable to that sort of familiarity.”

      “But surely—it was unpleasant, yes, but such a harsh⁠—”

      “If that man had showed that sort of disrespect to an officer, the punishment would be the same. This is a ship, Miss Pembroke, a floating community of three hundred men crammed together in a space half the size of my cousin Harry’s mansion, and we officers maintain our position by virtue of our skills and our leadership, which includes enforcing obedience to the laws and regulations that govern us. Those men will not follow weakness, and every one of them will witness that flogging and know it’s a just punishment.”

      “Or they will resent me further for being the cause of it!”

      “He knew your position and abused it. A little resentment is far better than another, more serious assault on your person.” Ramsay narrowed his eyes. “This isn’t the first incident, is it?”

      Elinor looked away. “I would hardly call sidelong looks and muffled laughter an incident, Captain.”

      Ramsay’s lips shut in a thin line and he walked to the window, leaned against the sill and stared out over the sea. “And I will have to do something about Livingston,” he said in a quieter voice. “I can’t have an officer flogged, even if I think it might do him some good.”

      “Mr. Livingston did nothing wrong.”

      “He did nothing, and for that there must be a consequence.”

      “Then—what will it be?”

      “I don’t know. As satisfying as it would be to humiliate him in public, that would only make him more difficult to work with. So it will have to be something else.”

      “You do not like him.”

      Ramsay turned his head quickly. “I spoke out of turn. Ignore my remarks.”

      “And I know he doesn’t respect you, though he is good at concealing that,” Elinor added. “He is new to your command, so he can hardly have had time to develop a dislike of you personally.”

      “Miss Pembroke, do you intend to disregard everything I tell you to do?”

      “I hardly think you are allowed to command me in what I think, Captain, and I think you would prefer Mr. Livingston elsewhere.”

      Ramsay shook his head in exasperation and went back to staring out the window. “Livingston has no talent,” he said, “and he is resentful of those who do, and doubly resentful of someone like me possessing an Extraordinary talent.”

      “Someone like you?”

      “Someone not of superior birth. He’s the second son of a viscount and would like that to matter more here aboard ship than it does.”

      “Then he no doubt resents me as well.”

      “Yes, and thinks the men’s disrespectful treatment of you reflects badly on me as your…sponsor, in a sense. Which satisfies his need to see me at a disadvantage.”

      Elinor sat on one of the couches, some distance from Ramsay. “If I could only show them…”

      “I can’t arrange for an enemy ship to sail into our arms, I’m afraid.”

      She glanced up to see him watching her. “You think this entire venture is meaningless.”

      “I hardly think you are allowed to put thoughts into my head, Miss Pembroke.”

      She laughed, but said, “Do you, then?”

      “No.” His lips twitched in a smile. “I think we’ve not been at sea long enough to declare it a failure. We’ve not even reached Gibraltar.”

      “Are we stopping there?”

      “I think not. No need for supplies, no deliveries to make. We’ll stop at Tenerife instead.” His good humor fell away, as if he’d remembered why he was there. “I will have to ask you to remain here for the rest of the day. I hope you can see why.”

      “I intend to stay well out of the way until the whole display is over, never fear, Captain.”

      Now Ramsay’s smile was grim. “Oh no, Miss Pembroke, you will be present to see that man flogged. Everyone witnesses. It may convince you not to ignore my instructions again.”

      “It’s barbaric!”

      “This is a hard world. I said before you’d make mistakes because you don’t understand it. You ought to see the consequence of your mistake.”

      Elinor bowed her head and looked at her hands, still clutching the rolls of cloth. “You are right,” she said, “and I regret the incident.”

      “Not as much as I do, that I failed to head this thing off before it came to this,” Ramsay said. “Maybe it was inevitable, but if you’re to blame, I’m to blame as well. It speaks to a failure in my leadership if I can’t discipline my men without resorting to that level of punishment. I never enjoy seeing a man flogged, even if his crime warrants it.” He sighed, and turned to go. “It will be tomorrow morning after breakfast. You might…want to eat lightly.”

      Elinor, still staring downward, heard the door close quietly behind him. It was so grossly unfair, blaming her for the choice the man had made; even more unfair that the sailor should suffer so over something so insignificant. Then she remembered the leer on the man’s face and how frightened she’d felt, surrounded by all those sailors who…

      She hurried to the head and took care of her needs, refusing to face the memory. She didn’t know if she could bring herself to burn a man, and besides, what good would that do if he took hold of her so closely she could not burn him without burning herself? Ramsay was right, they would continue to harass her unless an example was made. But such an example…she sank down onto the sofa and fumbled in the cabinet for a book, then tried to focus on the words. It was the seaman’s fault that he believed she could be attacked with impunity—what was a bob-tail, anyway?—but she felt guilty nevertheless, and witnessing the man’s punishment might assuage some of that guilt.
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        * * *

      

      “Lash him to the grating,” Ramsay said, his voice cold, and two sailors dragged Elinor’s assailant forward and bound his hands to a grating propped upright amidships. The chill wind raised gooseflesh on the half-naked man’s arms and back, making him look even more vulnerable. Elinor stood behind Ramsay, clasping her hands together and wishing she dared wrap her arms around her chest to warm herself.

      Above, the sails of the mainmast snapped in the brisk wind, their whiteness standing out starkly against the lowering grey sky, the heavy clouds promising rain that would probably not interrupt the imminent flogging. The deck was crowded with men, sailors in their striped shirts and hats of all shapes, officers trim in their most formal blue coats with the white facings, hats in the fore-and-aft position, the red-coated Marines standing at rigid attention nearby in case of an uprising.

      But the crowd was, to Elinor’s eye, surprisingly subdued. They had listened to the reading of the Article of War the man had violated without protest and without casting vicious glances in Elinor’s direction. If anything, they had seemed uncomfortable in her presence, which made her feel irrationally guilty again. She kept her eyes fixed on that naked back, which failed to arouse any feelings of prurience. Soon it would be striped with blood. She ought to feel hysterical, but instead felt only numb with cold.

      “Bo’sun’s mate, do your duty,” the captain said.

      A burly man stepped forward, the nine lashes of the cat swaying in the wind, and took a position about two feet from the unfortunate man. He brought his arm up, swung, and the man’s strangled groan rose over the sharp crack as the many strands ending in tiny, wicked knots struck that naked back. The bo’sun’s mate lashed him again, and again, and Elinor clenched her jaw to keep from groaning in sympathy. Tears sprang to her eyes that she willed to evaporate before they could escape to roll down her cheeks. She felt warm, now, as if a fire was burning inside her, though she was still as numb as ever.

      She rubbed her hands together to warm them as the fifth strike landed. It could not be a fire within her; that was impossible. Yet she could still feel flames nearby, even though that was also impossible. How could anything burn on the ocean waves? She looked up and to her left, toward the heavens, and saw fire arcing toward them, a ball of pale fire, flickering white and yellow, falling out of the sky. She extinguished it without thinking and said, “Captain, there⁠—”

      “Miss Pembroke, this is not the time for you to display feminine frailty,” Ramsay said in a low voice.

      She grabbed his arm. “Fire,” she said, and pointed to where another ball of pale yellow flame fell toward them. Ramsay’s mouth fell open, just a little, then he shouted, “Beat to quarters!”

      Instantly the deck erupted with motion, followed seconds later by the rhythmic pattern of drums somewhere farther along the deck. Elinor dismissed this second fireball with a wave, reasoning once again that dramatic gestures would be to her benefit, not that anyone was watching her at the moment. She looked lower, toward the horizon, and her heart pounded in her chest as she registered the presence, far too close to them, of a warship headed directly for Athena.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
6 In which Elinor proves herself


        

      

    

    
      Athena veered unexpectedly, staggering Elinor, who had nothing to hold on to. Two more fireballs at once now, both easily extinguished—what was their Scorcher thinking? Fire, yes, but so diffuse it seemed unlikely to ignite anything important. Ramsay had disappeared. Men pushed past her, and she stumbled, then retreated to the stern, out of everyone’s way, and gripped the rail running the width of the stern, the taffrail, with both hands to keep from falling. No one heeded her in the confusion; no one stopped to tell her what was happening or what she ought to do.

      She looked out at the distant ship, and anger rose up within her. This was why she was here, to use her talent in defense of her country, and she was being pushed aside and ignored exactly as if she were nothing but a talentless passenger, a burden to be endured but not respected.

      She could feel the fire calling to her as her anger grew, heard it clamoring to be set free, and looked out at the enemy ship—how far away was it? Half a mile? She had never had reason to test the range of her talent, had no idea if her reach extended that far, but she closed her eyes and imagined the feel of the damp canvas under her fingertips, then set the fire free on the highest center sail.

      For a moment, she thought she had failed. Then she felt the fire take hold. It was as if she were in two places at once, her body standing at the taffrail, trying to keep the ship in sight as Athena began curving around to approach the enemy ship and her sails impeded Elinor’s vision, her—could you call it her soul? At any rate, the part of her that knew the fire as it knew itself—encompassing the distant fire and sending it flowing like boiling jelly down the sails, leaping from the mainmast to the other sails in glorious drops of molten copper. The ship continued its course toward them, burning like a tiny sun that lit the dull grey waves beneath it like a sunset. It was so beautiful it made her heart ache.

      The noise of busy men scattering in all directions had grown louder, with overtones of surprise and fear and exhilaration. Cheering. “God’s blood,” someone said from nearby, and Ramsay said, “Bridle it, sailor.”

      Elinor heard it all as if from a distance, her distant self consuming everything it touched and filling her small human body with a power that made her bones hum. The first sail to burn, the topgallant—and where had that piece of knowledge come from?—began to disintegrate, shedding large swaths of burning fabric onto the deck below. She felt herself falling with it, and staggered, gripping the rail more tightly. Hands took her by the elbows and steadied her. “Be careful,” Ramsay said in her ear. “Don’t overextend yourself. Talent has limits.”

      She shook her head. She didn’t feel overextended; she felt alive, invigorated, as if she could go on burning the sails and the masts and the ship until they were nothing but ash. Athena was close enough now that Elinor could see the enemy sailors scurrying about, some even climbing the burning ropes with buckets in a futile attempt to save their ship. Some of the rigging collapsed, and two men fell to the deck, their screams like the distant whine of gnats. The sound woke Elinor from her fantasy, and she pulled away from Ramsay’s grip and breathed deeply, smelling faintly the grimy smoke from the burning canvas. “What should I do?” she said, not certain if she meant to ask Ramsay for direction or to question her own motives.

      Ramsay responded to her surface meaning. “Can you melt the cannons?”

      Elinor shook her head. “I think that is beyond my capacity, Captain.”

      “Well, then, if you could avoid burning the masts, that will make it easier for us when we take her.”

      Elinor found where the flames were battering at the mainmast and extinguished them, shaped the fire to flow around the other two masts to the sails. “Will not the loss of the sails make her difficult to maneuver?”

      “We can make up for that loss. I would prefer not to replace their mast.”

      Beaumont came to join them. “Looks like Joyeux, Captain. Amirault’s probably pissing his trousers right now. I mean—I beg your pardon, Captain.”

      “I agree with the sentiment, if not the language,” Ramsay said.

      Athena continued to approach the other ship, which had stopped moving entirely. Elinor could see men clustering around the guns at the enemy’s bow. Ramsay strode down Athena’s deck, calling out commands, and sailors gathered around Athena’s cannons as well, the ones near the bow of the ship, whatever that part of the deck was called, smaller and lighter than the twenty-six enormous beasts below.

      More men scrambled through the rigging, hanging on despite the wind that had picked up and made her fire stream away from the damaged ship like a deadly golden pennant. Athena was going to pass perpendicular to the other ship, which Elinor didn’t understand; surely it would make more sense to pass parallel, exposing more of the enemy to their guns. But she was just the Scorcher, not the captain, who at that moment returned to her side. “Can you extinguish the fire now?”

      The way he phrased his request angered her. She turned her back on the enemy and folded her arms across her chest. “Can I, Captain?” she said, and extinguished the fire without a gesture, without a word.

      Ramsay stared at her for a moment, then laughed. “I apologize, Miss Pembroke,” he said, “for implying I doubted your ability. I meant, ‘will you.’ You might⁠—”

      A thump shattered the air, and Ramsay put his arm across her shoulders and shoved her down to the deck. A ripping sound followed, and then a splash somewhere to Athena’s starboard side, the one not facing the enemy. Another distant thump, this one missing Athena entirely, and then a rippling roar from Athena’s own guns as cannon after cannon let fly at the enemy. Elinor tried to stand, to see the effects Athena’s attack had on the French ship, but Ramsay continued to restrain her.

      “We’re not close enough,” he shouted, and ran toward the bow, leaving Elinor to pull herself up from the deck. She was not certain how they could not be close enough, given that the enemy’s cannonball had gone through one of Athena’s sails—at least, that was what she guessed the tearing sound to be—but she was certainly close enough, and with only a brief thought for what Ramsay might think of her acting on her own again, she remembered the first fireball arcing toward her, made one of her own, and sent it hurtling toward the enemy’s deck.

      It struck the ship’s starboard bow and kept going, crossing the deck diagonally to exit on the larboard side near the stern. Men scattered, which made her laugh; none of them were injured, though what rigging was left had caught fire. She threw two more in rapid succession, paralleling the cannonballs fired from Athena’s stern guns, delighting in the phantom sense of flying with the fire. Was this how Ramsay felt, when he Flew? Or was it the power of the fire, its joy in being set free, that made her feel so exhilarated?

      “That’s enough,” Ramsay said, once again at her elbow, and she startled. Across the waves, the French flag had disappeared. Had it come down with the rigging? “What does it mean?” she asked.

      “It means they surrender.” Ramsay was smiling broadly. One of his front teeth was crooked. I wonder if that’s why he smiles so tightly all the time. “Pass the word below, Mr. Livingston. Do you feel well?”

      It took Elinor a moment to realize he was addressing her. “I feel very well, Captain,” she said. Her back ached a little for no reason she could imagine, but she felt invigorated, as if liquid fire ran in her veins.

      “You should be careful. Overusing talent has a price. Though I think we haven’t seen the limits of yours yet.”

      “They fired only twice.”

      “Yes,” Ramsay said, smiling again, “that they did. I think you won’t have any more problems with the crew, Miss Pembroke.”

      She looked around. There weren’t many men on the deck by comparison to during the punishment, and most of them were still preoccupied with the guns, but those men handling the rigging cast covert glances at her, and she thought they were looks of either admiration or fear. “I suppose not,” she said. Then she remembered, and asked, “What of the… the punishment?”

      Ramsay’s smile disappeared. “He’ll take the rest of his lashes tomorrow, but I’ll let Mr. Hays have a look at him in the meantime. More to the point, I’m afraid there will be a number of other men following him to the grating. That ship should not have been able to surprise us, and the men on watch who let it happen will also have to be flogged, and the lieutenant of that watch punished.”

      “I understand.”

      “Do you?”

      “It was my talent alone that alerted you to the attack, Captain. How much damage would that ship have done to us if they had come close enough to use all their guns? Those negligent watchmen would have been responsible for the injury and deaths of so many men. I understand little of your methods of discipline in the Navy, but surely such a dereliction of duty must warrant a severe punishment.”

      Ramsay nodded. “And they will understand that as well. Bring us about for a boarding party, Mr. Wynn, and Hardison, signal to them to send their captain across. Mr. Beaumont, will you join me? You’ll be taking the Joyeux in to Gibraltar.”

      Elinor turned in time to see Livingston’s reaction to this; he looked first surprised, then angry, and opened his mouth as if to say something. Ramsay met his anger with a cool gaze, one eyebrow raised as if inviting Livingston to say whatever damning thing might come out of his mouth. Livingston closed his mouth into a tight line.

      “Miss Pembroke, you should go below now, before you are fully visible to our friends,” Ramsay continued. “And…thank you.”

      “Certainly, Captain.” Reflexively she bobbed a curtsey as if he’d asked her to dance, then blushed, and Ramsay gave her one of those little smiles. Livingston, by contrast, turned his tight-lipped glare on her as she passed. So he blamed her for whatever it was the captain had done in giving Beaumont, not him, command of the Joyeux. It seemed Captain Ramsay had found a punishment for him, after all.
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        * * *

      

      In hindsight, she might have guessed Captain Amirault would have to be confined aboard Athena; he might be an honorable man, but even the most honorable man might be tempted to break his parole and attempt to retake his ship if he were allowed to remain on it. Reasonable it might be, but Elinor resented being trapped in her bedchamber nearly every hour of the two days it took Athena and her prize to reach Gibraltar. The young midshipman who brought her meals, St. Maur, could barely meet her eyes, let alone converse with her. She was forced to sit or lie on her bed, reading and re-reading the few books she’d thought to bring with her into her bedchamber exile, or staring at the ceiling while Amirault paced the great cabin outside her door.

      In the evenings, she eavesdropped on the conversation at the captain’s table and discovered that yes, her presence had been a damper, because at least eight people sat down to dinner each night and drank and ate with gusto, calling out toasts and roaring with laughter over jokes Elinor rarely understood. She fumed, and picked at her food, and determined she would have words with Ramsay about inventing some reason for her to be aboard that would allow her to roam free without raising Amirault’s suspicions. Even a French captain would know a well-bred Englishwoman would not be without a female companion, and if in his captivity he were to spread the word of her presence there… It was astonishing that she could ever have considered her restriction to the quarterdeck and the captain’s rooms an imposition.

      On the morning of the third day, she woke to realize the ship’s movement had changed from a pervasive swaying to a gentle rocking, barely perceptible after so many days on the open sea. She dressed quickly and sat on the edge of her bed, tapping her feet rhythmically and wondering if she dared venture out. Twice she stood and put her hand on the doorknob, twice she withdrew it and returned to the bed. Finally, the door opened, and St. Maur looked in on her. “There’s food laid on the table, miss,” he said, still not looking at her. “Captain’s gone ashore with Captain Amirault.”

      Elinor pushed past him and went to look out the window, careful not to stand where she might be seen. The blue expanse of the harbor was dotted here and there with ships, including Joyeux, which lay at anchor nearby. Golden sunlight struck the waves, which reflected the light in flashes that made Elinor blink and her eyes water. She had to look away, and instead watched the other ships. One of them must have just come into harbor, because its white sails were being furled; they looked like albatross wings, but, she presumed, conveying good luck rather than bad.

      Beyond the water, far in the distance, a grey and green stone promontory rose high in the air, one side a sheer cliff descending to the shore, the other a gentler but still intimidating rise to the summit. It looked as if God Himself had dropped creation’s largest boulder on the shore and let it lie there gathering moss for a thousand lifetimes. Heedless of who might see her, Elinor stepped forward and pressed her palm against the glass. At this distance, her hand exactly covered the Rock of Gibraltar and made the blue sky seem bluer against her fair skin. Impossible that it was the same sky that covered her father’s house in Hertfordshire.

      “Captain said to tell you, don’t go up on deck, and…he said, exactly, ‘don’t argue with St. Maur, it’s not his fault you’re trapped,’ ” St. Maur said, his face crimson.

      Elinor sighed, exasperated with Ramsay and impatient with the timid midshipman. “Mr. St. Maur, I do not intend to argue with you, but I do not need an audience at my breakfast,” she said, and St. Maur was out the door almost before she’d finished saying it. She sat down and tucked into hot eggs, kidneys, toast, and coffee, along with fresh peaches Midshipman Hervey, the ship’s Bounder, must have brought that morning. Elinor recognized an apology when she saw it. Hervey had also brought The Times along with the mail, and Elinor felt almost civilized as she read and ate. Ramsay set an excellent table.

      The door opened again, and Dolph, the captain’s steward, entered. Elinor wasn’t certain what that was, exactly; he cooked the captain’s food and tidied the captain’s chambers and washed the captain’s laundry, but he wasn’t a dogsbody, and he wasn’t a valet either. Dolph laid down a plate of sausages with his usual clatter and grunted at her. Elinor smiled at him, which made him frown harder and leave without saying anything.

      She speared a sausage and bit into it with more force than necessary. She’d stopped trying to befriend Dolph after only two days’ voyaging, but she wished he weren’t so actively antagonistic toward her. She had the impression he resented her, though she was not sure if this was because she was a woman, because she was taking up even a small amount of the captain’s attention, or if he just didn’t like cooking for two.

      “Good morning,” Ramsay said, entering the room and seating himself across from her. “Captain Amirault is safely in custody ashore, and I regret it didn’t occur to me to come up with an explanation that would give you the freedom of the ship while he was here.”

      “It was extremely unpleasant, Captain.”

      “I did apologize, Miss Pembroke. Do you have any ideas? You could be a missionary en route to Jamaica to convert the heathen.”

      Elinor looked over the top of her newspaper to see him looking back at her, perfectly straight-faced, but with a humorous gleam in his eye. She lowered the paper. “I think I should be a respectable but impoverished woman going to stay with my brother and his wife.”

      “Who are, naturally, overjoyed to add another member to their household, what with their brood of seven children and a maiden aunt.”

      “But I dote on my nieces and nephews and will be a fine, useful addition to the family, unlike the maiden aunt, who sits in the parlor and criticizes everything Hester does.”

      “Who is Hester?”

      “My sister-in-law, of course. I cannot believe you are so sadly ignorant of my relations.”

      “Again, I beg your pardon. But what about Ernest? You see I didn’t forget about him.”

      “Ernest?”

      His eyes went wide with shock. “The young man from the next plantation over who’s intended to be your husband, of course! Miss Pembroke, think how upset he’ll be to learn of your indifference!”

      Elinor laughed. “Captain Ramsay, things are by no means settled between Ernest and myself!”

      “I’m glad to hear it. You should at least meet the young man—” He began laughing as well. “Miss Pembroke, I had no idea you had such a sense of humor.”

      “Neither had I, to be honest, Captain.” She folded the newspaper and offered it to him, but he declined with a wave. “I feel it has been years since I last laughed so much.”

      Dolph brought another plate for the captain, who began eating with the neat efficiency that seemed to characterize everything he did. “I hope you realize we’re all grateful for the capture of Joyeux,” he said, and laughed again. “Amirault couldn’t stop talking about you—not you specifically, but our feueur, and he kept asking to meet you. I don’t know if he wanted to shake your hand or strike you, but I think he felt vindicated by your prowess. Something about how no one could have been expected to stand up to that kind of assault. Well, if it makes him feel less humiliated… Amirault’s a decent sort, and it’ll sit hard with him to have to be ransomed.”

      He took a few more bites, but with an air that said he wasn’t finished speaking, and Elinor sat in some impatience waiting for him to continue. “So please don’t take what I’m about to say as a denigration of your efforts.”

      “You have me positively on edge now, Captain.”

      He shook his head. “It’s only that we were extremely lucky,” he said. “Their Scorcher fired off those shots far too early, which gave us plenty of warning even though our watchmen didn’t see them coming. And based on what I’ve seen in ship-to-ship combat, he also wasn’t very powerful. If Amirault hadn’t made so many mistakes, if you hadn’t made up for the failings of our watchmen, Joyeux would have fired at least one full broadside before we were prepared to respond. Joyeux isn’t made to repel Scorcher attacks, either. Where we’re going, many of the ships treat their sails with flame retardants, have fire-fighting gear handy, use tactics even you may have trouble overcoming. I think it’s important you know not all our combats are going to go that well.”

      “I appreciate that, Captain. I did feel as if it were all too easy.”

      “It was, and it wasn’t.” He chuckled again. “You didn’t see the men when those sails went up in flames. Throwing fireballs is one thing, but that ship was three times as far away as any of us had seen a Scorcher ignite a fire before.”

      Elinor gaped. “I…had no idea, Captain,” she said. It surprised her how unsettled this knowledge made her, when she had been so matter of fact about her talent during the battle. “I know I have power,” she said, “but it seems almost absurdly great. And I feel—I felt as if I had not reached my limit. It is rather like asking one’s father for a pony and getting a stable of thoroughbreds instead.”

      “It is,” Ramsay said. “I am rated at ten thousand pounds—Moving capacity, you understand—and I think I could push that limit if I had to. That’s three thousand pounds higher than the previous record. I loaded the cannons on Athena, two at a time, in about three hours, because we were in a hurry to get her finished and loaded. I felt almost ridiculous tossing them around like that, and the way they all looked at me—” He broke off. “At any rate, I do understand what you mean.”

      “When did you manifest, Captain?”

      “Late.” He smiled wryly. “Not as late as you. I was fourteen when I manifested Moving and fifteen when the Extraordinary talent appeared. Do you think your having an Extraordinary talent was the reason you manifested so late?”

      Elinor shrugged, thinking, He changed the subject very quickly just now. “Most of the records we have about talents are lists of manifestations, not details. It has been barely fifty years since that sort of thing has been noted. Of course there are multitudinous genealogies, breeding records, titles of nobility granted over the centuries.” She could hear, again, the bitterness that filled her when she thought of her father’s passion. “One thing we do know is there are so few Scorchers not only because English talent does not tend in that direction, but because so many of them die when they manifest.”

      “Burn themselves to death?”

      “And their families, sometimes. The trade in attempting to predict what talents will result from a particular pairing thrives in part because parents want to prevent that sort of thing.”

      “I thought it was all fakery and lies.”

      “At worst. Most of the diviners genuinely believe in their divinatory methods—astrology and chiromancy are extremely popular. But they’re no more accurate in their predictions than if they’d chosen them at random. Those who apply logic and reason to the problem are somewhat more successful.” She thought of her father’s breeding book and suppressed a shudder. “I understand some Greek natural philosophers have embarked on a more thorough study of the mechanisms that cause talent to arise, applying modern scientific principles, but that is the extent of my knowledge.”

      Dolph entered the room and began clearing the table, ignoring them both. Ramsay scooted back a little, out of his way, and said, “It will be a while before we leave, and I would prefer you not show yourself above, since we failed to tell everyone about your family on Jamaica. Is there anything I can bring you?”

      “More books? Since I understand we have a long voyage ahead of us.”

      He made a slight bow of acquiescence. “You may have the freedom of the ship once we’ve left harbor. I believe you’ve gained the respect of the crew and you’ll have no further problems.”

      “But you’d prefer I not intrude on their space any more than necessary.”

      He smiled, displaying that crooked tooth. “You are a mind reader, Miss Pembroke.”

      “I think not. They’re mythical.”

      He laughed. “Good day, Miss Pembroke.”

      “Good day, Captain Ramsay.”

      When both he and Dolph were gone, she went to look out the window at the steep face of the rock, then opened it to let the cool sea air flow through the cabin and dissipate the smell of sausage, which had become rather pervasive. Climbing the rock would be far too difficult, even on its sloping side, but how would it feel to stand at the summit and look back down at Athena, riding gently on the waves that entered the harbor? Had Ramsay ever done that, Flying across the grey-green expanse to light on the tip of the Rock?

      Peace, tentative like a new shoot of grass, began working its way through the anxiety she had been carrying with her for a week. She who had never been more than one hundred miles from home in her life was now nearly ten times that distance away and preparing to go even farther. Thank you, papa, for driving me out of my tiny life into something so much vaster than I imagined. Thank you for thinking so little of me that I was forced to find a place where I was valued. Thank you.

      She leaned on the casing of the open window and drew in a deep breath of salt air. Ramsay was only partly right; the crew probably feared her as much as they respected her. But she had a place on Athena now; she had fought for it, and she was beginning to feel as if she belonged there.
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      It seemed to Elinor, kneeling on one of the couches to lean against the open window frame, that she had never known what blue truly was until she saw the waters of the harbor at Santa Cruz de Tenerife, deep and rich and so clear she could see to the bottom of Athena’s hull where it curved away below the stern. If Plato was right, and there truly was an ideal form of all objects, this was surely blue in its most perfect state.

      The town of Santa Cruz came all the way up to the shore, surrounded by stony walls interrupted by the fortress of San Cristobal, the blocky towers at its four corners overlooking the bay where Athena was anchored near a dozen other ships. They had sailed in at dawn, so Elinor had seen little of the storied shores of the island, with its golden sand and lush greenery, but its mountains lay like sleeping giants that might choose to roll over and crush the town at any moment. That had been Hays’ colorful metaphor when he had described the island to Elinor two days before.

      “The mountains are volcanic, you understand,” he had said, “and actively volcanic at that. There was an eruption only fourteen years ago—well inland from Santa Cruz, and I am told it affected the town very little. Still, I think it’s quite exciting, don’t you?”

      “More unsettling than exciting, Dr. Hays,” Elinor had replied. “I hope we will not be subjected to another such event.”

      “It’s unlikely. And the mountains generally give plenty of warning before they wake. I am hoping to travel into the interior some distance; Serinus canaria and Fringilla coelebs are fairly common throughout the Atlantic islands, but Regulus regulus teneriffae breeds nowhere else. Would you care to join me?”

      Elinor had laughed and shook her head. “I am afraid I did not come prepared for a journey into the wild. I intend to walk along the shore and enjoy the feeling of a surface that does not roll beneath my feet.”

      Now she surveyed the city and wondered if she would get her wish. The red-tiled Spanish roofs and white stucco walls of Santa Cruz were easily visible from the harbor, a gleaming Mediterranean town in a tropical paradise. The buildings crowded together, however, rather the way they did in London, if London were drenched in sunlight that warmed the roofs and turned the drab walls bright. She could make out a few people walking the streets like ants struggling across a cobblestone path, but even this early in the morning the port teemed with activity, and longboats and dinghies crossed the harbor from ship to shore and back again. With almost three hundred men all wanting leave to visit the town, Elinor thought it unlikely any of them would want to escort her elsewhere, and she doubted Ramsay would allow her to wander around unsupervised.

      The smell of eggs and sausage preceded Dolph into the great cabin. He banged down plates and a coffeepot and left before Elinor could seat herself. Coffee splashed from the spout of the pot, making an irregular brown stain on the tablecloth that Elinor chose not to mop up. It was Dolph’s fault, after all, and she found a perverse pleasure in the thought of him doing extra work because of his dislike of her.

      She poured herself a cup, stirred in a lump of sugar, sipped, and closed her eyes. With the burnt-chocolate smell of the coffee, the spicy scent of the sausage and the faint hot-water smell of the hard-boiled eggs in their shells (Dolph either couldn’t do soft-boiled or was being spiteful again) she could almost imagine herself at home. Though at home she could not have heard the rush of the tide against the stone walls of the harbor, nor the cawing cry of seabirds diving past the open window.

      “Good morning,” Ramsay said, and Elinor quickly opened her eyes. “Ready to go ashore today?”

      “May I?”

      He took an egg and began peeling it. “Of course.” The shell fell away in small shards, pitting the smooth surface with its reluctance to let go.

      Elinor peeled an egg of her own. Hers was more cooperative. “I thought it might be unfair to ask someone to give up his time in town, since I understand there is little there to interest me.”

      “Not unless you like getting drunk and—that is, the pleasures of Santa Cruz are tailored to seamen, it’s true,” Ramsay said with one of his wry smiles. “And I’ll take you myself. I can’t say I’m interested in the pleasures of Santa Cruz either.”

      “Would that not interfere with your duties?”

      Ramsay shrugged and flicked eggshell off his fingers. “I’ve already called upon the port admiral, and I can afford to take an hour or so. Arthur—Lieutenant Beaumont—isn’t interested in going ashore at all. Something about not wanting to run into anyone he might owe money to. He’s perfectly capable of handling any emergencies that might arise.”

      The door banged open, but instead of Dolph, Midshipman Hervey entered, breathless, carrying a knobby sack and a couple of parcels. “Mail for you, sir, and some things for Miss Pembroke,” he said, giving the sack to Ramsay.

      “The mail’s late today,” Ramsay said.

      “I apologize, sir, I had to wait at the Admiralty, and then there was the bookseller’s.” Hervey handed two packages tied with string, one soft, one rectangular and hard, to Elinor, who immediately began tearing the wrapper from the latter. “Mr. Hervey, do not say you have found it?” she exclaimed.

      “It’s not as if it’s that old, Miss Pembroke,” Hervey said. “I can’t believe you’ve never read The Romance of the Forest. It’s really quite good.”

      “My mother disapproves of my reading novels. She prefers a good moral tale. I believe we own everything Hannah More ever wrote.” Three volumes fell from the wrapper into her lap. “Thank you so much, Mr. Hervey.”

      “I believe I owe you, since you were so kind as to give me that other book. Didn’t think I’d like it at first—it’s not as exciting as anything Mrs. Radcliffe writes, but I came to like it immensely.”

      “I admit to being occasionally disconcerted to read my own name on those pages, but I promise you that did not influence my enjoyment of it! I wonder that the author signs herself only ‘A Lady.’ Sense and Sensibility is something any author could be proud of, and it’s not as if it is improper for a woman to write novels.”

      “She might be shy of publicity. I hope she writes more of ’em. I was near on the edge of my chair when Elinor found out Edward was engaged to that bottle-head Lucy.”

      “Please use language more fitting to a member of His Majesty’s Navy, Mr. Hervey,” Ramsay said, but the amusement in his voice tempered the rebuke.

      “I beg your pardon, sir. Miss Pembroke, you’ll have to tell me how you like The Romance of the Forest. It’s one of my favorites.”

      “I’m certain I will enjoy it, Mr. Hervey,” Elinor said. Hervey smiled at her again and bumped into Dolph as he left, nearly causing the steward to drop the silver serving dish he carried. Dolph muttered at his retreating back and set the dish in front of Ramsay, ignoring Elinor completely. Ramsay raised an eyebrow at Dolph and gave the dish a push. “I believe I’ve told you to serve Miss Pembroke first,” he said.

      Dolph looked at Elinor, who smiled at him, thinking, You are the most unpleasant person I have ever met, wishing she were an Extraordinary Speaker to send that thought into his unwilling brain. He picked up the dish and brought it to Elinor’s side of the table, setting it down with a little more force than before, and dropped a smallish beefsteak on her plate. “Thank you, Dolph,” Elinor said sweetly, and was rewarded by seeing his face, now turned away from Ramsay, twist into a scowl. He served Ramsay a considerably larger piece of meat and stomped out of the room.

      Ramsay turned in his seat to watch him go, shrugged, and applied himself to his food. “I had no idea Mr. Hervey was so interested in literature,” he said. “You’ve certainly brought out a side of him we’ve never seen.”

      Elinor brought a forkful of tender meat to her lips. It was amazing how well Ramsay ate. “I enjoy discussing books. I rarely have—had—the opportunity at home. But you seem not to have time to read, though you have a surprising collection,” she added, indicating the cupboard under the window. Aside from suppers with his officers, Ramsay never sat still for longer than the half-hour he spared himself for meals, and sometimes he did not even grant himself that much leisure.

      “Surprising how?”

      “Ah—that is—” She had made the comment without thinking, and now blurted out, “I did not think a man like you would be so interested in poetry.”

      Ramsay’s eyebrows lifted almost to his hairline. “A man like me? And what kind of man am I, Miss Pembroke?”

      Elinor wished the floor would open and drop her into the gunroom below, onto the table to disrupt the officers’ breakfast. It would be far less embarrassing than this. “I meant only…oh…you are a…a man of action, I think, and not…contemplative…and…”

      He laughed. “Don’t tie yourself into knots, Miss Pembroke, I take your meaning. I think there’s a regrettable attitude about poetry, that it’s the province solely of wan and wispy young men or women of extreme sensibility. I blame Wordsworth, with all his talk of buttercups and daffodils.”

      “I hardly think that is fair to Mr. Wordsworth. Some of his writing is quite serious and non-floral.”

      Ramsay laughed and waved his hand dismissively. “I should have known better than to make sweeping exaggerations to someone as well-read as you. I admit to having strong preferences in my literature. ‘The Tyger,’ for example, which surely you must be familiar with.”

      “I am afraid I do not know that one. It is not by Wordsworth, I know.”

      “No, a fellow named William Blake. Listen.” He leaned back in his seat and laced his fingers together on the table top before him, then began speaking, his voice now lower and more intense.

      “Tyger! Tyger! burning bright

      In the forests of the night,

      What immortal hand or eye

      Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

      In what distant deeps or skies

      Burnt the fire of thine eyes?

      On what wings dare he aspire?

      What the hand dare seize the fire?”

      The poet’s words sent a thrill through Elinor, eerie and marvelous. “I think Mr. Blake must have known more than a few Scorchers,” she said. “I feel my talent is much like his tiger, fierce and terrible and beautiful all at once.”

      “Nothing wan or wispy about that poem, is there, Miss Pembroke?”

      “Not at all, Captain. Am I making unwarranted assumptions again when I suggest you must also like The Rime of the Ancient Mariner?”

      “Hah! Coleridge must have gone to sea once. ‘Water, water every where, Nor any drop to drink.’ We were becalmed three years ago off the coast of Panama and came close to dying of thirst, and I had to stop a couple of men from drinking the seawater. No, it is his ‘Kubla Khan’ that appeals to me, the contrasts, the ambiguity.”

      “I do not know that poem.”

      “It hasn’t been published yet. I was lucky enough to attend a reading several years ago. I wonder that you know his poetry at all, if your mother was so scandalized by novels—she would definitely not approve of Coleridge.”

      “No, but she believes your friend Mr. Wordsworth to be representative of all poets, and I doubt it has ever occurred to her that a poet might write about the leprous Nightmare Life-in-Death who makes men’s blood run cold.” The words left her lips before it occurred to her that perhaps “leprous Nightmare Life-in-Death” was not a phrase a young woman ought to know, and she blushed, but Ramsay merely looked amused.

      “Never fear, Miss Pembroke, I’m not scandalized,” he said. “You don’t seem to be afraid of what people think of you.”

      He had to be thinking of that night in the music room. “I simply act, sometimes, before I have thought out the consequences.”

      “It didn’t seem that way in the Admiralty. You seemed to have considered all the possibilities when you approached Lord Melville.”

      “Not all. I—” She stopped, unable to tell him the truth. She hadn’t considered how her leaving would hurt Selina. She hadn’t realized she did care, at least a little, about what people would think of her when she returned to society if they knew she had been alone and unaccompanied on a ship full of sailors. “I didn’t realize the living conditions would be so confined,” she continued. “Not that I have any complaints, Captain, I merely intend to illustrate what I did not know to anticipate.”

      Ramsay had his elbow on the table, his chin propped on his hand, and was regarding her in a way that told her he knew she hadn’t been completely honest with him. He teased apart a bit of egg with his fork, idly, stabbing with the tines at each piece. “Do you have regrets?”

      “No.” It was abrupt, too abrupt, but she had a sudden fear that if she admitted any of her worries, he might tell Hervey to take her back on his next trip, and she was not going back. “No,” she said more casually, and gestured at the window. “Not when I have such an extraordinary view. I have never seen anything so beautiful.”

      “Where we’re going, such sights are commonplace. If the West Indies were not so hazardous to the health, it would be impossible to prevent a mass emigration there. Though it’s very hot in the summer. I wish these pirates followed the practices of their forebears and went north during the hottest months. We could cruise off Newfoundland and enjoy the breeze.”

      “I think you cannot mean you wish the pirates success in any way.”

      He laughed, a short, abrupt sound. “No, but as we’re to chase after them whatever they do, I’d rather not swelter under the Caribbean sun. The Navy hasn’t authorized cooler uniforms for tropical conditions.”

      “I sympathize completely, Captain.”

      He regarded her, his eyes narrowed in thought. “I imagine you do. We should see about getting you some kind of parasol. That bonnet seems insufficient protection.”

      “Please don’t put yourself to any extra trouble on my account, sir.”

      “Miss Pembroke, you need to learn to accept gallant gestures in the spirit they’re offered,” he said, straight-faced but with that merry twinkle in his eye that said he was teasing her.

      “I’m afraid I’m not accustomed to them, so you must make allowances for my ingratitude,” she replied with a smile.

      “You’re not? You surprise me, Miss Pembroke.” He pushed his chair back, leaving Elinor groping for a response to a statement she didn’t understand. “We’ll go in an hour or so, before the heat becomes too much, if that’s agreeable to you.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Elinor said. “Will you send someone to tell me when the boat is ready?”

      He smiled, that crooked tooth peeking out once more. “Oh, we won’t be using the boat. Not when we can take a more… direct approach.”

      Elinor sucked in a breath. “But, Captain⁠—”

      “Come now, Miss Pembroke, I can’t believe the lady who bearded the First Lord in his chilly, dark den is afraid to try something new!” He smiled more widely. “I promise I won’t drop you,” he added, and shut the door behind himself.

      Elinor’s face warmed. Flying. Or being Moved, which amounted to the same thing. I must put on a clean shift, she thought, then stuffed her fist in her mouth to keep from laughing at herself. Of course Ramsay wouldn’t expose her to embarrassment. But…flying…

      She left the table before Dolph could enter to clear it and went up to the forecastle, adjusting her bonnet against the bright sun that was such a contrast to the dimly lit main deck. The sailors made way for Elinor as she made her way forward, touching their foreheads as if they were the brims of their nonexistent hats and avoiding her eyes. She was still uncertain, more than a week after the capture of the Joyeux, whether this was from fear or from awe, but she stayed well away from their territory nonetheless, remembering stripes of blood on a naked back. She stayed away from the gunroom, too, after her one visit, which had been an awkward, silent thing in which she could feel the discomfort of the officers like an ashy film over her skin.

      Now she smiled and nodded, walking nimbly around coils of rope and dodging a group of men who, in response to a shouted command, swarmed up the rigging of the mizzen sails like so many squirrels. She was never going to understand their language, all that “Stretch out those tops'l halliards!” and “Clear that hawse!” Nor would she learn the difference between “hull up” and “hull down,” but she could tell the topgallant from the mainsail and knew the difference between starboard and larboard. She was a beautiful ship, Athena was, and now that she no longer stank of fresh paint Elinor found it quite pleasant to stand at the bow as close as she could come to the figurehead, which was indeed the goddess Athena, and let the wind wash over her and through her as if it were trying to carry her away.

      “Mr. Bolton,” she said when she had reached her usual spot, “good morning.”

      Bolton paused in running his fingers over the place where two paler boards fitted between the planks of the darker, sun-weathered deck. “Mornin’ to you, missie,” he said. Bolton himself was as sun-weathered as the ship, his bald head permanently sunburned and marked with a constellation of brown freckles, but he looked much healthier than he had when she’d met him, vomiting into a bucket and complaining of stomach pains. He stood and stretched with a great popping of joints. “You’ll be goin’ ashore, belike?”

      “I will.”

      “ ‘Tes best you not go to Santa Cruz, missie, it ain’t a place for a young lady.” Bolton squinted and looked up into the cloudless sky. “Don’t much like cities, cold and crowded as they be. Open air and sun, ‘tes what every man needs.”

      Elinor followed his gaze but saw nothing. “I intend to visit the shore,” she said. “It looks so much different to the sea at Brighton. We went only once, and it was so cold and rocky… I did not realize the seashore could look so inviting.”

      Bolton nodded. “ ‘Tes a grand thing the sea is, wi’ moods like a weather-cock, deadly as you like when she isn’t smilin’ at ye.” He picked absently at a rough patch on the bow rail with the air of a man dissatisfied with the job he’d done and continued to watch the sky. “Yon,” he said, straightening and pointing aft.

      Elinor leaned out over the bow rail with her hand on the rigging and looked where he pointed. A distant speck no bigger than a pinprick seemed to hover in the sky on the larboard side of the ship, but as they watched, it grew and resolved first into an oblong shape, then into the figure of a man, dropping out of the sky to skim across the waves faster than a hawk stooping to its prey. Ramsay, minus his coat and hat, swept past them, curved around the bow and up again in a graceful arc, hovered briefly at the apex of the curve, then darted past the masts and rigging toward the stern and out of their sight.

      “Fair makes my gut quiver, watching ‘imself flittin’ about,” Bolton said. “ ‘Tesn’t natural.”

      “Of course it isn’t,” Elinor said, laughing. “If it were, then everyone could do it.”

      “ ‘Tesn’t natural,” Bolton repeated. “But ‘tes a beautiful thing else.”

      “Not like fire, then?” Elinor teased.

      “Fire’s got its own beauty. And any man c’n spark a flame, missie. Scorchers need no match nor flint, ‘tes so. But no man c’n fly however he sets his mind to ’t, ‘cept he’s got the talent.”

      “I think you’re simply accustomed to Scorchers.”

      “ ‘Tes true my daughter’s like to have given me a fondness for ‘em. Nigh to leavin’ the academy, she is, and her mum ‘n me be reet proud o’ her.”

      “You should be. I would have liked to join a fire brigade, if I’d been allowed.”

      “So you joined the Navy instead?” Bolton sounded amused. “ ‘Tes true you ain’t stopped by not bein’ allowed things.”

      “I had not thought of myself in quite that way, but I suppose I agree with you.” Elinor straightened her sleeves and wished she dared put on her gown with the shorter sleeves. There was no one here to care what she looked like, and it would not be so bad to let the sun turn her brown, but she pictured herself returning to London… it seemed she did care more for the opinions of her social class than she imagined. Besides, if Ramsay and his officers could endure the sun in their heavy, blue undress coats, she could bear her muslin gown with the long sleeves.

      “Miss Pembroke! I say, Miss Pembroke!”

      Elinor closed her lips on a word she’d heard the bo’sun’s mate say, put on a polite smile, and turned to watch the awkward, black-clad figure of Stephen Selkirk cross the deck toward her. How he managed to move in such a way as to interfere with the path of every sailor on the forecastle was a mystery to her, especially since he hopped and pivoted in an effort not to do so.

      Bolton spat over the side, then said, “Excuse me, missie, got things t’ do,” and went well out of Selkirk’s path past the bowsprit to clamber up the foremast rigging. He made no attempt to disguise the fact that he was fleeing.

      “Miss Pembroke,” the chaplain said, breathing a little heavily, “I’m told we will be permitted shore leave this afternoon. I’m quite looking forward to it, aren’t you?” His thick, dirty-blond hair was tied back at the nape of his neck with a black ribbon, but some of it was slipping free to hang limp around his face.

      “Indeed, Mr. Selkirk, I⁠—”

      “Such a glorious day for it too. Not too hot, not too cold.”

      “Yes, I can⁠—”

      “I wonder, Miss Pembroke, if you would allow me to accompany you ashore? It would be improper for you to wander the city unescorted.”

      More improper than being confined with three hundred men, unescorted? “I thank you, Mr. Selkirk, but I already⁠—”

      “Then that’s settled. I look forward to it⁠—”

      “Mr. Selkirk,” Elinor said, feeling desperate, “I already have an escort but thank you so much for your concern it truly is unnecessary.” She drew in a deep breath.

      Selkirk looked surprised. “You should have said so, Miss Pembroke. I’m not one to impose on others.”

      “I apologize, sir, for the miscommunication.”

      He waved his hand. “No matter. Would you care to walk with me? I find a stroll along the deck most bracing in the mornings. And we might continue the conversation we were having yesterday, I hope? About the nature of divinity as expressed in the natural world?”

      “I should be pleased to do so,” Elinor said, finding it difficult to maintain her smile. She took Selkirk’s offered arm and tried to keep up as he dragged her along, wandering drunkenly among the tarry ropes and seeming unconcerned that he was making sailors step out of his way. The first time she had accepted his arm, she had felt awkward, terribly conscious that the contact would allow him to perceive her emotions. It would have felt intrusive even if she hadn’t feared hurting his feelings with her mild dislike of him. But Selkirk had simply patted her arm and said, “Of course a lady of such great sensibility as you are would feel distaste for the setting in which you find yourself,” and had never once since then realized how irritated he made her.

      Had she encountered him at home, Selkirk would have been a mild annoyance, someone to be endured for an hour or two at a supper or a dance. Here, in the confines of Athena, he was both unavoidable and insufferable. His sermons displayed genuine piety, but his air of inviting confidences, of being permanently on the verge of solving problems one either did not have or did not want solved, made him someone Elinor wished she could avoid. But upon learning she was from Hertfordshire, and that they shared some mutual acquaintances, he had decided to make her the recipient of his friendly overtures, and she was too polite to reject him.

      Besides, she told herself, barely regaining her balance after tripping over a bucket her companion had accidentally kicked into her path, imagine how awkward it would be, meeting one another over the supper table almost every night, having snubbed him openly. She clutched his arm a little tighter and he smiled down at her; she managed to smile in return. But oh, how pleasant not to be the subject of his attention.
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      “You have only to relax,” Ramsay said, “to not resist.”

      “You cannot Move someone who fights you?”

      “It’s more difficult, sometimes impossible, if they’re strong-willed enough. But you aren’t going to fight, are you?”

      Elinor cast a skeptical eye on the captain, impeccably turned out as if they were going to a dance rather than the seashore some half a mile away. “Could not Mr. Hervey transport me?”

      “Mr. Hervey is already on leave ashore. Come, Miss Pembroke, you have demonstrated your talent for all of us. Let me do the same for you.”

      “But I saw you Fly this—aah!”

      She felt the faintest pressure on her entire lower body, an invisible cushion that flexed when she moved, and then her feet left the deck and she hovered a few inches in the air. She flailed a little before realizing that, counter to her expectations, she did not feel awkward or unbalanced. She kicked her feet, but remained perfectly stationary. “Oh,” she said.

      “Back, the rest of you, it’s not like you’ve never seen this before,” Ramsay commanded, and the men who had been openly gaping pretended to return to work. “Are you afraid of heights?”

      “Not to my knowledge.” She was floating higher now, drifting toward the rail, and despite her words her heart was hammering. Suppose he dropped her? Suppose he lost control of both of them and they plummeted into the ocean? Suppose⁠—

      “Slowly at first, I think,” Ramsay said, and then he was beside her, both legs drawn up as if he were sitting on a chair. Then she was over the rail and floating some twenty feet above the waves, and she gave another involuntary cry, remembering the bo’sun’s chair—but she felt as secure, this time, as if she were seated on the sofa in the great cabin. More secure, even, since that sofa moved with the waves all the time, and had once flung her off during some rough weather.

      The breeze, with its salt spray, threaded through her hair and caressed her cheeks and hands. She looked down at the waves beneath her, said “No!” and snatched at her shoe, then watched it fall away from her reaching fingers toward the white-capped crests. It came to an abrupt halt about three feet above the waves, then reversed its course until Ramsay plucked it out of the air and returned it to her with a bow made comical by his position in midair.

      “Thank you,” Elinor said, and squatted to put it on, only realizing when she was straightening again that she had not given one thought to the empty space beneath her. “This is…rather invigorating, actually,” she said.

      Ramsay smiled, the barest twist of his lips. “I think so. It’s like swimming, except far, far better, of course.”

      “You can swim?”

      “More or less. I think I actually Fly through the water more than swim, but as long as it keeps me from drowning, I don’t care what it is. Care to go a little faster?”

      “I think so.”

      The breeze became a wind, and then she was flying, skimming above the waves. This close to shore, they resolved themselves into long lines topped with white that curled and crashed against the dark gold of the beach ahead. She threw back her head and laughed with delight. No wonder Ramsay went Flying every day. If she had his talent, she might never come down to earth. It was almost as wonderful as letting the fire loose.

      As she thought that, she registered the nearness of the shore, how the dark gold of the wet sand became the paler gold of the upper beach, and beyond that were numberless trees of varieties she had never seen before. The wind brought their green, wet fragrance to her nose, and she breathed it in and thought, They would blaze high enough to wake the volcano, and a chill passed over her. That she could even consider such an indulgence⁠—

      “Start walking,” Ramsay said, coming back to Fly close beside her. “It will keep you from falling over when you land.”

      She obediently began moving her legs as they descended toward the beach, gradually losing speed, and then she was trotting along the wet sand, her feet making shallow dimples in the ground, and she came to a stop and tried not to breathe heavily as the earth reasserted its grasp on her. The land rocked beneath her as if it were Athena’s deck; she balanced carefully on the balls of her feet and prayed she would not fall over. “Captain Ramsay, I believe you were showing off,” she said when she had composed herself.

      Ramsay was still hovering two inches above the sand. “Possibly. But you have to admit it’s a wondrous thing.”

      “It is.” Elinor kicked the wet sand and a clump flew an inch or so before settling back to earth. “And this is a marvelous place.”

      “Some of the beaches are rockier than this, and they have more interesting wildlife, but I think your footwear would not survive it.”

      “I agree. Captain—” She hesitated.

      “Miss Pembroke?”

      “You did not need to put yourself out so for me.”

      Ramsay turned and began walking away down the beach, close to where the water rose and fell on the shore. Spent waves lapped at the soles of his boots. Elinor followed, somewhat higher on the sand; her footwear would not withstand a solid wetting any more than it would a hard, rocky shore. “There are many Extraordinaries serving in the Navy, did you know?” Ramsay said without turning his head. “The Admiralty spreads us out as widely as possible, to get the best use of our talents, and it’s rare to have more than one on a ship. Athena may be the only one in the service with three.” He kicked at a wave and made a splash that spattered his breeches. “And Peregrine, bless his heart, is rather focused on his scientific pursuits—I hope he doesn’t become so caught up in his search for that elusive sparrow he keeps claiming is here that he forgets to return on time. Though it wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to hunt him down.”

      “And I am an Extraordinary.”

      “I realize it’s a narrow thread to hang a friendship on, but…it’s more than just talent, being Extraordinary; there’s as big a gap between us and an ordinary talent as there is between a talent and a non-talented person. Arthur is a Speaker and my closest friend, and even he can’t entirely bridge that gap.” He turned and faced Elinor, but continued walking backward, completely unconcerned at the possibility of tripping and falling. “And you are interesting, Miss Pembroke. I’ve thought that since we met.”

      Elinor blushed and averted her eyes. “I…Captain, I have regretted not apologizing to you for my hasty words that night⁠—”

      “No need. I put you at a disadvantage, and you reacted as anyone would have. I didn’t know who you were at the time—had to ask Penelope, Lady Ormerod that is, and I guessed you might have been under some strain that evening, what with all those people watching to see if you were going to burst into flame.”

      Elinor laughed, and said, “That would indeed be a show. Fire burns me as it does anyone.”

      “I didn’t realize, but I suppose that makes sense.” He looked past her shoulder, then to her surprise retreated to the dry sand, sat down and removed his boots. “We’re out of sight of Athena,” he said to her baffled face, “and I can afford to shed some of my dignity. And I’ve liked wading since I was a boy.” He took off his stockings, tossed his coat over them, and trotted back down to the water, wading in until the waves were past his ankles. “You might try it, Miss Pembroke,” he called. “You can hardly be worried about your respectability at this point.”

      Elinor gasped, then laughed. “I think I am extremely respectable”—she removed her shoes—“and demure”—she tugged off one stocking, then the other—“and I think the proof of that is in my enduring Mr. Selkirk’s company without snubbing him in self-defense.” She walked down the shore to join Ramsay, lifting her skirts a little to keep them out of the water.

      “If he’s disturbing you, I can stop inviting him to dine at my table,” Ramsay said. “I can barely stand the man myself, man of God or no.” He dug his toes into the soft sand as a wavelet washed over his bare feet.

      “He is too self-absorbed to respond to any but the strongest deterrent, I think, and I cannot bring myself to give him that. It is not his fault he is a…a…”

      “A shallow, prating fool covered with a veneer of faux holiness?”

      “That seems unfair to him. At least his faith seems genuine.”

      “Possibly. But he thinks his Discernment gives him more of a window into the human soul than the simple ability to feel others’ emotions.”

      “And he seems to misinterpret what he does perceive. I thought Discerners were, well, more discerning than that.”

      “Some are simply more skilled than others, I suppose. Fortunately, he’s not an Extraordinary Discerner and has to touch people to feel what they feel, because he wouldn’t be able to avoid knowing how disdainful I am of him. He probably means well, but I don’t like him trying to be everyone’s best friend and confidant. It’s intrusive and inappropriate. I’d like to have him reassigned, but I’m afraid no one else wants him either. And the truth is he’s not a bad man, and I’d feel guilty giving him such a decisive shove when he’s always been respectful of me. Though I’m afraid he sees me as a heathen in need of converting.”

      “He sees me as a kindred spirit. I am quite cast down wondering what it is about me that he sees as his kin.”

      Ramsay laughed at that. “You did make the colossal mistake of admitting you were from Hertfordshire. I have never seen anyone try so hard to discover common acquaintances.” He kicked up some water, splashing Elinor’s hem and making her dance quickly backward. “My apologies.”

      “Pray do not ruin my gown, I have only the four.”

      “You travel light, for a gentlewoman.”

      “I did bring my best evening gown, Captain.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t give you that kind of entertainment, but I think I could arrange a concert, if you enjoy the fiddle and flute. Mr. Worsley can play most of Beethoven’s Fifth on the nose-harp⁠—”

      “Stop, pray, or I shall be unable to breathe from laughing!”

      “But it’s all true! We have several Welshmen, you know how they are for singing, and Hawkes and Geneally on the starboard number five gun carry their fifes at all times. Of course they won’t play for the officers, but you can sit in the companionway and listen to their dulcet music.”

      Elinor covered her mouth to hold in her laughter. “I depend upon you to arrange it, Captain.”

      “My pleasure. And now I think we should dry off and return to the ship. Even in springtime the afternoon sun in these latitudes can be brutal.”

      They Flew back at much greater speed than before, Elinor spreading her arms wide to pretend it was the wind buoying her up. She felt her spirits buoyed as well, but not by the wind; it was good to have a friend, and Ramsay was right: there was a divide between her and the other talents on the ship that simply didn’t exist between her and Ramsay, or even between her and Hays. It had been a long time since she had felt so comfortable with anyone but Selina. She looked up to where Ramsay Flew overhead, looping about while keeping her perfectly level, and felt that kinship Selkirk didn’t have; she knew joy in an Extraordinary talent when she saw it.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had fully set, and the lamp swaying gently over the captain’s table turned the windows into a row of mirrors that reflected Elinor’s face poorly. Her eyebrows looked particularly fierce tonight, though that could be the shadows. She traced their line on the glass, then snatched her finger away when the door behind her opened and men’s voices preceded Ramsay and his officers into the great cabin.

      “Good evening, Miss Pembroke,” the captain said. “Won’t you join us?”

      He held the chair to his left politely while she sat, then there was a general scraping of chairs and shifting of bodies as the men joined her. Dolph and two other seamen, all of them dressed as nicely as they could manage, began bringing dishes out. The table was not large enough for proper removes, but Dolph always managed at least two courses: plain food, but delicious.

      “Thank you,” Ramsay said as Dolph set out a tureen of clear soup, and dipped the ladle into the broth to serve Elinor only to be interrupted by a discreet cough.

      “If you would allow me to say grace, Captain?” said Selkirk, one hand half-raised as if he were answering a prim schoolmarm’s question. He turned his saintly expression on Ramsay, and Ramsay let the ladle fall with a small splash, sitting back in his chair and gesturing his permission. Selkirk nodded, clasped his hands in front of him and bowed his head; around the table, the other officers adopted varying poses of reverence. Elinor bowed her head, but looked sidelong at Ramsay, who had rested his elbows on the table and propped his head on his clasped hands. Elinor had seen this drama play out with little variation every evening Selkirk had joined them at the table, but she judged Ramsay’s seeming indifference to religion had more to do with his disdain for Selkirk than for any innate impiety.

      “Our Father,” Selkirk began in a loud voice, and Elinor turned her attention elsewhere. When Selkirk began his grace with Our Father, he always followed it with a homily Elinor was certain was inappropriate in a blessing over food. The soup would probably be lukewarm when it finally reached her bowl.

      “In Thy name, amen,” Selkirk said. Elinor muttered her reply with the others. Ramsay proceeded to serve Elinor as if he hadn’t been interrupted.

      “I hope you enjoyed Tenerife, Miss Pembroke,” he said, sounding far more formal than he had on the beach that day. “We should remain in harbor here a few more days, let everyone stretch their legs.”

      “And then stretch them again when we round up the men,” Livingston said, irritated. “All of them drunk, probably.”

      “Let them work it out ashore,” Ramsay said. “Give them a chance to enjoy themselves before the real work begins. They’ll work better if they know they’re being treated fairly.”

      “Generous of you, Captain,” Livingston said, and raised his glass to Ramsay before draining it and pouring himself another. Ramsay returned the salute with a tight smile and took a sip from his own glass.

      “I’ll be going ashore again tomorrow,” Hays said. “Still on the hunt for Regulus regulus teneriffae. Absurd how well the little creature has hidden itself from me; the place is supposed to be thronged with it. Though Tenerife is unique in more ways than its fauna, since it has those active volcanoes.”

      “You mean it might go off again?” Gibbons said, his thin face going pale enough to make his spots stand out red against the background. Elinor privately thought him too young to be a lieutenant of anything, let alone of a detachment of Marines.

      “Oh, no,” Hays laughed, “it’s unlikely. And even if it does, we’ll have plenty of warning. There’s nothing to fear.”

      “I don’t know⁠—”

      “Come, man, show some backbone,” Livingston drawled. “Don’t be letting the side down in front of the ladies.” He directed a lazy smile at Selkirk, who reddened. Livingston’s cheeks looked red too. Elinor had not been watching him, but she was certain he had had more than a few glasses of wine already.

      “Mr. Livingston, would you mind passing that dish by your elbow?” said Sampson Brown, who had been silently making his way through his meal until then. The sailing master was round and had a fringe of black hair circling his head that made him look like a medieval monk. Elinor could not remember hearing him speak before. He communicated with Ramsay through a system of grunts and nods that was as good as a language for both of them, and she thought they must be good friends, because Ramsay frequently invited him to join him for meals.

      Livingston straightened in his seat and handed the platter across. As he handed it over, Hays said, “I believe I may have to go some distance farther inland to find what I seek.”

      “That won’t be possible on this trip, Mr. Hays, but I’ll keep it in mind,” Ramsay said. “Sampson, I’d like some of that, if you would pass it this way.”

      Brown grunted and handed it over. Livingston poured himself another glass of wine and drank deeply. “Don’t suppose the rest of us’ll see much more than the harbor,” he said.

      “Plenty of time for that when we reach Bermuda,” Beaumont said. “Unless you know more about our orders than what’s on the paper.”

      “Admiral Durrant will give us more detailed instructions,” Ramsay said, “though I can’t imagine they won’t have something to do with the Brethren of the Coast.”

      “Excuse me, Captain, but who are the Brethren of the Coast?” Elinor said, lowering her fork.

      Livingston laughed. “Thought you were well-read, Miss Pembroke. You’ve never heard of them?”

      “They’re a group of men who’ve been directing the activities of the pirates along the American coasts and in the Caribbean,” Ramsay said, overriding the beginnings of Elinor’s angry retort. “Admiral Durrant has yet to capture or kill any of them and…saying they’re a thorn in his side is an understatement.”

      “I apologize for my ignorance, Captain”—Elinor shot a glare at Livingston, who smirked at her while topping up his wine glass again—“but I thought pirates were independent operators. From what little I have heard, they sound more like… like Italian outlaws holding wealthy captives for ransom.”

      “A hundred years ago, they were more independent. The closest they came to organization was Henry Morgan’s loose band of pirates and privateers. But now Rhys Evans, their leader, controls almost all the ships, tells them where to go and which ships to take and how to treat the captives. His strategy is to encourage the merchant ships to convince their governments to pay an ongoing ransom in exchange for the pirates not molesting their ships.”

      “It’s working, too,” said Beaumont. “Spain gave in about three years ago and the pirates haven’t attacked them since. Well, the Brethren pirates haven’t. There are still independents working the seas, but if Evans catches ‘em, he makes an example of ‘em.”

      “I imagine it is not a pleasant example. Please do not describe it to me.”

      Ramsay nodded, his face grim. “Evans would like to be the second coming of Henry Morgan, them both being Welshmen and all. It’s why he took the name Brethren of the Coast, though they’re nothing near as honorable as Morgan’s band, which considering the kind of men who sailed with Morgan is saying something. The Admiral is furious at his fleet’s inability to find their headquarters, let alone capture any of the Brethren leaders, which is why I imagine we will be directed to do so.”

      “So you might want to practice that fire-slinging you do,” Livingston said. He poured himself yet another glass—was that five now, or six? Elinor had thought there was a rule, perhaps even an Article of War, prohibiting drunkenness, but Livingston seemed not to care about his condition.

      “Mr. Livingston, I think you should pass me that bottle,” Ramsay said. “May I offer you wine, Miss Pembroke? Watered, of course.”

      “Bet she took more than that from you today,” Livingston muttered, casting a sly glance at Elinor.

      She gasped. Ramsay stood with a force that knocked his chair over, slamming his fist on the table, making his plate and Elinor’s rattle and the bottle fall on its side. “Apologize to the lady this instant,” he snarled.

      Elinor, her eyes wide, clutched her napkin in her fists, feeling her cheeks burn. Wine trickled from the narrow mouth of the bottle. Livingston sat up, his face as white as Elinor’s was red.

      “Miss Pembroke, I apologize,” he said, though he looked more afraid than penitent. “I have had too much to drink and allowed that to override my good judgment. I sincerely beg your pardon.”

      “I…I accept,” Elinor said. Beside her, she could almost feel Ramsay quivering with fury. She didn’t want to look at Livingston, but she was afraid to look anywhere else, afraid of what she might see on their faces.

      “It’s your good fortune I’m not allowed to call you out, Livingston,” Ramsay said, his voice like sharpened steel. “Make such allegations about my character again, and I don’t care who your father is, you’ll be back in London as fast as Mr. Hervey can carry you. Get out of this cabin, and I don’t want to see you again until you’re sober enough to appreciate the tongue-lashing I’m going to give you later.”

      Livingston pushed back his chair and stood, wobbling. “Sir,” he said, then turned and left the room, letting the door swing shut behind him.

      “I truly beg your pardon, Miss Pembroke,” Ramsay said, righting his chair and taking his seat.

      “It’s not your fault, Captain,” she said, proud that her voice remained calm. The idea that anyone might think she and Ramsay…such an innocent thing, spending an hour alone together…who knew my reputation could be on such shaky ground, even here? “Mr. Livingston was clearly in his cups, and I’m certain he would never have said such a thing if he were sober.”

      “That’s not an excuse, but you’re more generous of spirit than I am.” Ramsay set the now-empty bottle upright and tried mopping the stain with his napkin. “Dolph’s going to be angry, me ruining his tablecloth like that.”

      “I assure you, Miss Pembroke, no one could possibly believe such a thing of either you or Captain Ramsay,” Selkirk said, reaching across the table to pat her hand. Elinor successfully resisted the urge to snatch it away.

      “Livingston’s an ass,” Brown said, still placidly eating. “Always thought so.”

      “He’s an ass with connections,” Beaumont said, then glanced nervously at Elinor. “Excuse my language, miss. Captain.”

      Elinor waved a weary hand. “I think there is no better word in the English language for him,” she said, “and I am not sure why you put up with him. Could he not be transferred elsewhere?”

      “West Indies or no, this is a prime posting,” Ramsay said, “and we’re likely to take many prizes before we’re done, which means possible promotions for my lieutenants. Lord Copley wants great things for his son and pulled several strings to get him posted to Athena.”

      “You should have given him Joyeux, Miles,” Beaumont said. “Would’ve spared you some of that bile.”

      “I had good reason not to,” Ramsay said, flicking his gaze briefly toward Elinor. “And I think Livingston’s dislike of me is deeply seated enough that nothing’s going to change his feelings.”

      “Should I be worried about mutiny?” Gibbons said.

      Ramsay shook his head. “Livingston’s animosity won’t extend beyond me. He wants his career to thrive, and if he has any sense, he’s working on a nice speech that will convince me not to destroy him.”

      “Can you do that?” Elinor asked.

      “He probably believes I can. There’s certainly much I can do to impede his progress.”

      “Boy’s still an ass,” Brown said.

      “Watch your language, Mr. Brown. But I agree with you.”

      Elinor picked up her fork again, saw how her hand trembled, and laid it down before it could betray her. “Would you have challenged him to a duel, Captain?”

      “Dueling is illegal, and that goes double for Extraordinaries,” Ramsay said, sounding as though he’d bitten off something sharp. “But—” He gripped the bottle’s neck like a club. “I’ll put the fear of God into him, or at any rate the fear of me, and he won’t trouble you again, Miss Pembroke.”

      He stood, glass in hand. “Gentlemen, let us toast the King.” Elinor never knew what to do during that little ritual, but it seemed sitting quietly was acceptable, because Ramsay had never corrected her. So much of what they did was impenetrable to her.

      “Well, Captain, I must say that’s the most entertaining meal I’ve had in a long time,” Hays said, pushing back his chair. “I don’t think I’ll stay for drinks, if you don’t mind.”

      “And I think I shall retire,” Elinor said, “so, good evening, gentlemen.” They all pushed back their chairs as she rose and made her curtsey, then she went to her room, where she sat on the bed and stared blindly at the wall. Livingston’s white face rose up before her mind’s eye. She did not think his comment had come solely out of the bottle; it must have been something he’d thought about before. The memory of her pleasant walk along the beach went sour. She was in Ramsay’s company often; their bedrooms did adjoin to some extent—would others have drawn the same conclusion?

      I’ve been too careless, she thought, and I cannot allow myself to forget I am the sole guardian of my reputation, here aboard ship. Yet her relationship with Ramsay was perfectly innocent; what did she care if low minds assumed otherwise? Let enough people believe your virtue is…flexible…and you will endure far more than idle gossip. Bad enough you can’t avoid Mr. Selkirk; imagine trying to stay out of the way of someone whose intentions are far darker. Captain Ramsay can’t have everyone on this ship flogged.

      A knock at the door, then, “Miss Pembroke. Would you mind coming out here?” After a pause, Ramsay added, “All things considered, I probably shouldn’t enter your bedchamber even if there’s no one around to see it.”

      Elinor pushed open the door. Ramsay had already turned away and was standing with his hands gripping the back of his chair. “I apologize,” he said without looking at her. “It never occurred to me anyone here might question my honor, let alone yours.”

      “You have done nothing to apologize for, Captain. Mr. Livingston has reason to wish us both ill,” Elinor said. “He spoke out of spite.”

      “And hit a plausible target. How many others are thinking the same way?”

      “Does it matter?” Ramsay’s tense, distant stance made Elinor forget she had the same concerns. “Captain Ramsay, I have so few friends aboard ship that I cannot afford to lose one. Can it not be enough that we know ourselves to be honorable?”

      He turned his head to look at her, his blue eyes shadowed. “Miss Pembroke, do you honestly believe your presence on this ship can be hidden forever? You have to protect yourself against that day. Arthur or Peregrine will dine with us from now on, and I’ll sling my hammock in the lobby outside the great cabin⁠—”

      “You will never get any sleep if you do that!”

      “I’ll never get any sleep if I’m worrying about what people think I’m doing behind closed doors. Forgive me, Miss Pembroke, but I believe I told you that you need to learn to accept gallant gestures when they’re offered you.” He smiled, but there wasn’t any humor behind it.

      “I think this is the wrong decision, Captain.”

      “It’s the only decision left to me. Good night, Miss Pembroke.” He pushed the chair in, bowed to her, and went into what would no longer be his bedchamber.

      Elinor stood there a few seconds longer, her mouth agape, then retreated to her cabin and once again sat on the bed staring at the wall. All her innocent pleasure, poisoned by a few vicious words. It infuriated her that her honor was such a fragile thing in the eyes of the world that it could be tainted by the merest accusation of improper behavior. Ramsay would still be friendly, but under such constraints they could never become true friends.

      Loneliness struck her as it had not since her first night aboard Athena, when she had cried a few self-indulgent, homesick tears and reproached herself for choosing her third path. And they would be setting off across the Atlantic soon, a journey of almost three weeks that at the moment seemed like three years. She felt like kicking Livingston, or setting him—no, not setting him on fire, never think like that, not even idly—but she could happily see him flogged if it meant being allowed to be Ramsay’s friend.

      She put on her nightdress and lay on her bed, atop her blankets. At least Mr. Selkirk will be company for you. She groaned. It was going to be a very long three weeks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
9 In which Elinor meets the admiral


        

      

    

    
      The sound of a distant drum woke Elinor from her reverie, a pleasant daydream in which she was walking in the fields near her family’s home in Hertfordshire, and she sat up and rubbed her forehead where it had pressed against the window frame. Could they have encountered another ship, here where there was nothing to see but waves and sunlight and—no, that wasn’t a bird, it couldn’t be.

      She left the great cabin, and as she neared the companionway, the drumming resolved itself into the sound of men’s boots beating a tattoo across the deck and up the ladder. The smell of hot wood and tarred rope drifted past them, along with shouts made incomprehensible by the brisk sea wind that carried those too-familiar odors. She halted outside the captain’s quarters and watched them pass, and when the flood had abated, she followed them up the ladder and, blinking, into the fierce midday sunlight.

      To her dark-adjusted eyes, the men climbing the rigging with more than usual alacrity were black insects with too few legs, skittering against the sails that blinded her. More men crowded the larboard rails, jostling for position, a few climbing onto the ship’s boat to have a better view of whatever it was they were all looking at, then leaping down when a shrill whistle and a shout from Lieutenant Fitzgerald brought them to order. Elinor blinked away the last of the light-blindness and touched the shoulder of the nearest man, saying, “I beg your pardon.”

      The man turned, jerked away from her in surprise, then nodded and began shoving. “Out o’ the way for Milady! You there, shift a leg, din’cha hear me? I said move!”

      A passage wide enough for two people to walk with arms linked opened up to the rail, and Elinor moved forward. They had fought two more battles, guided to their targets by the Admiralty’s Seers and Speakers, after leaving Tenerife, sinking one and capturing the other. In both cases she had brought her talent to bear on the enemy with some success, though nothing as spectacular as Joyeux, and her displays had won her supporters even as they had terrified others. They called her Milady, bowed when she passed, and went out of their way to make her comfortable. Ramsay, on observing this, had smiled one of his little smiles, but said nothing, and Elinor, torn between embarrassment and relief, had settled on the latter and responded to her admirers with friendly gratitude.

      She smiled at the man, who bobbed his head. “What are we looking at?” she asked. The horizon was as empty as it had been for the past eighteen days.

      “ ‘Tis land, Milady,” the man said, “ ‘tis Bermuda. We’re here!”

      Elinor shaded her eyes and saw the faintest fuzz like mold growing on the surface of the sea. “Land,” she breathed. “Land!”

      “You’ve seen it, now back to work,” Beaumont said, and the men scattered, casting glances at the horizon over their shoulders as they went. “We’re still a good ways out, but with this wind it shouldn’t be long,” he told Elinor. “And Mr. Hervey will Bound in shortly.”

      “Is that important?”

      “You’re to go directly to Admiralty House from Athena rather than taking a carriage from Ireland Island, where the docks are. It minimizes the number of people who will want to know who you are. Mr. Hervey will take you and the captain.”

      “Why cannot Mr. Hervey go now? Surely he is not limited by distance.”

      “Mr. Hervey’s never been to the Caribbean before and doesn’t know the House’s signature. He’ll have to Skip there, learn the signature, and come back.”

      “I don’t understand what that means.”

      Beaumont scowled. “I—Mr. Hervey, would you answer Miss Pembroke’s questions? I beg your pardon, but I must return to my duties.” He left her with a nod, and Elinor ground her teeth. Beaumont was always perfectly polite, but it was also perfectly clear that he wished she were serving elsewhere. He might be Ramsay’s best friend, but they were as different as fire and ice.

      She looked to where Hervey stood on the far side of the quarterdeck with the other midshipmen working their navigation calculations, saw him turn in her direction, and then he was in front of her with a faint popping sound as if a cork had been drawn. She stepped backward in surprise, and he laughed. “Beg pardon, Miss Pembroke, I didn’t mean to startle you. You wanted to know about my talent?”

      She laughed with him, but faintly, for he had startled the air from her lungs. “I cannot believe we have never discussed it,” she said. “I suppose we have been too preoccupied with literature.”

      “That’s more interesting than talent, I think,” he said. “Besides, there’s not much to tell. I can Bound to a place I don’t know so long as it’s within my range, and I can Bound anywhere in the world if I know its signature.”

      “And a signature is⁠—?”

      Hervey leaned on the rail and let his hands dangle. One foot kicked at the mass of hammocks strung in the netting. “Bounders have to recognize where they’re Bounding to,” he said. “So lots of public places, and some homes, have Bounding chambers. You’ll see when we go to Admiralty House. They’re these white rooms with symbols painted on the walls, easy to remember. Athena’s is near the bowsprit, by the heads. Just a little space, but that’s enough.”

      “But you must know Athena well enough that you would not need a Bounding chamber, surely?”

      Hervey laughed. “Don’t I wish! With Bounding, you have to keep all the details of a place in your head, so complicated places, like my Great-Aunt Fanny’s sitting room with all her fol-de-rols, nobody but an Extraordinary can Bound to. And no Bounder, Extraordinary or otherwise, can Bound to an outdoor place, with everything moving and changing all the time. I need the simplicity of a Bounding symbol. Best I can do is Skip from one end of Athena to the other.”

      “So,” Elinor said slowly, “if I wanted to keep you out of a Bounding chamber you knew, I would have only to alter it in some way you cannot expect.”

      Hervey eyed her admiringly. “You’re devious,” he said. “That’s exactly what they do in the Army to keep enemy Bounders out.”

      “But I do not see how an enemy Bounder could enter a concealed location to learn its signature in the first place.”

      “You have to have a Seer with a gift for drawing. And it’s risky even for an Extraordinary Bounder if the drawing’s not perfect. That’s why we don’t keep a book of symbols for Bounders to learn. Better to get the first-hand experience.”

      “So what is your range?”

      “About five hundred feet.”

      Elinor looked out at the green fuzz in the distance. “But we will surely be in port before you are close enough to Bound there.”

      Hervey laughed. “That’s what Skipping is. I take a sight and Bound as far as my range lets me, then I take another sight and do it again, over and over until I’m where I want to be.”

      “But will you not fall into the sea? That seems dangerous.”

      “Have to be fast. Like skipping a stone over water. You go fast enough, you don’t sink.” Hervey chuckled. “Don’t worry, Miss Pembroke, I’ve been doing this a good, long time now. You should watch me go!”

      “I think I may have to, if only to reassure myself you will not simply sink like a skipping stone that has reached its limit!”

      Ten minutes later, Hervey stepped up to the bow and tucked his hat under his arm. Ramsay handed him a flat packet. “Don’t stay for a response,” he told the midshipman. “Admiral Durrant will want to…discuss those orders, and he might not care whom he discusses them with.”

      “Understood, sir,” Hervey said, then tipped his hat at Elinor, tucked it under his arm, and vanished. She leaned well out from the bow and saw a tiny figure appear high in the sky several hundred feet ahead of them. She had only just fixed her eyes on him when he began to fall, and she cried out—then he vanished again, and was the merest speck of a gnat in the distance, and then he was gone.

      Elinor turned to face Ramsay, who was smiling. “My stomach is always in knots when I see him do that,” he said. “Though I’ve never seen him dampen so much as a toe.”

      “May I see the Bounding chamber while we wait for his return, Captain? I find I am curious about what Mr. Hervey does.”

      Ramsay smiled, that little twist of a smile, and bowed her down the companionway. “As you have already captivated half the crew,” he said, “I believe you may go anywhere you like.”

      Some time later, Elinor was reading in the great cabin when a knock at the door preceded Ramsay’s entrance. Elinor’s fist always clenched when he knocked; it should not have been necessary. They should not have allowed low minds to ruin their friendship, and she had not resigned herself to the necessity.

      “Mr. Hervey’s back,” he said, “and we will leave as soon as you are ready.”

      “Will you think less of me if I admit to some nervousness about such a mode of transportation?” she asked with a smile.

      “Since we know less about the mechanisms of Bounding than of any other talent, you’re right to be nervous. I can only assure you that I’ve been Mr. Hervey’s passenger more than a dozen times, and nothing has ever happened to me.”

      “And if I admit to nervousness about meeting Admiral Durrant?”

      Ramsay’s good cheer dropped away. “I’d like to tell you that’s unfounded. You should keep in mind that the First Lord wants you here, and Admiral Durrant is too honorable to disobey a direct order. And, honestly, if he’s going to argue the point he will probably argue it with me, not you. So you could be nervous on my behalf if you like.”

      “I should prefer not to be nervous at all. I think I will change my gown and comb my hair, if you don’t mind, Captain.”

      Ramsay inclined his head. “We’ll be waiting for you when you’re ready.”

      Elinor dressed with great care in her second-best gown, her best being her evening gown, which would be entirely inappropriate. She brushed out her hair, pinned it up, and hoped she did not look as haphazardly gowned as she felt. If only she had more than a hand mirror…She sighed, smoothed the fabric over her hips, and went to open the door of the great cabin.

      Ramsay and Hervey were both wearing their dress uniforms, though Ramsay looked relaxed and Hervey stood like one of the masts, unmoving and stiff. “We’re doing this in here because it’s awkward and can look undignified,” Ramsay said. “Hervey has to carry anything he takes with him when he Bounds, which means he will need to carry each of us for the second it takes him to slip between places. I apologize for the indignity⁠—”

      “But surely he cannot lift you?” Elinor exclaimed. Ramsay had at least four inches on Hervey and certainly outweighed him.

      Ramsay’s lips twitched. Hervey said, “He’s not that heavy,” and went red. “I’m stronger than I look.”

      “I beg your pardon, Mr. Hervey, that was rude of me. I was simply surprised. Will you go first, Captain?”

      “I will, if only to reassure you.” Ramsay stepped closer to Hervey and hooked his arm around the midshipman’s waist; Hervey, with a sidelong glance at Elinor and even redder cheeks than before, put his arm around Ramsay’s waist in return. Ramsay looked as if the whole thing was as ordinary as peeling an egg.

      “On three,” Hervey said, and the two of them counted together aloud. When they both said “three,” Hervey heaved, Ramsay’s feet left the floor, and the two of them were gone. Elinor found she was holding her breath, and let it out in a drawn-out hiss. Oh, he’ll have to hold me, too, and that will be so awkward for him. And for me. Oh, I cannot see how Captain Ramsay could do this so many times and not feel embarrassed.

      After a few minutes, Elinor heard footsteps, then Hervey opened the door, his face flushed as if he’d been running. He held out his arms. “I don’t mean any disrespect, Miss Pembroke,” he said, “and you know I think of you as a sister, so don’t… don’t…”

      “I am determined this will not be awkward for either of us,” Elinor said, and allowed him to put his arms around her and circled his shoulders with her arms. “Have you not Bounded with a woman before?”

      “No.”

      He was right; it was like embracing her brother, if she’d had a brother. “Count to three.” She counted off with him, and on three⁠—

      —she was transparent, empty, her body a gauze shell that might float apart if she forgot who she was. She couldn’t even feel Hervey’s arms around her; there was no air, not that she needed air, no light even though she could see her body⁠—

      —and she was herself again. Hervey released her and stepped away quickly. “That wasn’t so bad,” he said.

      “It was very strange.” The room they were in was little bigger than a closet and was lit by frosted glass lamps behind which burned tiny, happy flames. Its walls were white plaster, and on the wall opposite the French doors, also white, was painted a complex symbol of irregular angles, red and blue. “If that is what you think of as simple,” she said, pointing at it, “I am amazed at your ability to remember even one of these.”

      “I know about forty,” Hervey said. “That’s average. Some Bounders know as many as two hundred.” He pushed open the French doors and Ramsay looked up from where he’d been contemplating his boots.

      “You’ll wait for us in the front hall,” he told Hervey, and offered his arm to Elinor. “Though it isn’t as if you need my assistance walking,” he said.

      “I am not certain of that, Captain,” Elinor said, taking his arm. The ground beneath her heaved like Athena’s deck. “It feels as though Bermuda would like to throw me into the sea.”

      “You’ll be fine,” he said, and proceeded down the corridor, forcing Elinor to wobble along beside him and Hervey to trail behind. By the narrowness of the hall and its plain, somewhat cracked dingy white plaster, she guessed they were in the servants’ annex. Chicken and carrots were cooking somewhere nearby, and she heard voices mumbling as if through water. The smell of soup made Elinor’s stomach quiver with hunger.

      A woman came out of a door ahead of them, and Elinor gaped in astonishment. She had never seen anyone with such dark skin, like melted chocolate without cream, nor black hair that crinkled tightly around her face. The woman didn’t look up, though Elinor could tell by the way she looked so fixedly at the floorboards that she was aware of them. A slave? Elinor half-turned to watch the woman go, then had to quicken her pace to avoid slowing Ramsay down. Perhaps he was so accustomed to seeing slaves that this one was a commonplace. Elinor glanced once more over her shoulder; the woman was gone.

      “When we meet Admiral Durrant, say nothing, no matter how angry he makes you,” Ramsay said in a low voice. “I’ll do the talking for both of us.”

      “I beg your pardon, Captain, but why?”

      They emerged into a wider hallway, high-ceilinged with smoothly finished walls painted cream and trimmed with rust-red moldings. Candles behind glass chimneys clung to the walls every two feet, casting flickering shadows over the floor and ceiling and imperfectly lighting the way. The floorboards were narrower and paler than Elinor was accustomed to, a warm brown that appeared to be its natural color, and her wobbly feet ticked across them like clicking beetles. Aside from the gilt-framed portraits of men in naval uniform lining the walls, they were the only ones in the hall, and her footsteps and Ramsay and Hervey’s heavier treads echoed off the paintings.

      “Admiral Durrant is a good strategist and a courageous man, but he is also a misogynist who’s not as intelligent as he thinks he is,” Ramsay said, “and he doesn’t think Scorcher talents are any more use than parlor tricks in this war. If he heeds you at all, he will be hoping to make you look irrational and ungoverned so he can justify sending you home. So don’t rise to his insults.”

      “But surely an Admiral must be a gentleman also?”

      “Gentleman, yes. Well-mannered, no. Don’t be surprised at his rudeness. As I said, he will be looking for ways to be rid of you.”

      Elinor shook her head. “I thought the admiral had to follow the First Lord’s instructions.”

      “There’s following, and then there’s following. He’ll stick to the letter of his orders but he won’t put one finger outside their literal meaning.”

      “But then how shall we ever be effective?”

      Ramsay reached up with his free hand and squeezed hers where it lay on the blue wool of his jacket. “By being cleverer than he is.”

      They passed through a pillared hall with double doors large enough to wheel a cannon through, also unpeopled, where Hervey left their procession and went to sit on one of the benches carved of the same rosy brown wood as the floor. Potted miniature trees with dark-green, sharp-edged leaves scented the air with a dry, sunny smell. “Where is everyone?” Elinor asked. “I cannot believe this house is so large that all its officers can simply disappear into it.”

      “All gone home, or to supper,” Ramsay said. “Admiral Durrant didn’t want anyone to see us arrive. And if you were wondering, it’s because he doesn’t want to have to explain why you’re here, not because he cares about your reputation. He doesn’t like that the Admiralty can tell him what to do, here in his own fief.”

      “You seem to know a great deal about him.”

      “This isn’t my first time in the Caribbean.”

      They proceeded down more windowless, empty, portrait-hung white corridors until Ramsay stopped in front of a pair of doors with oval, iron knobs and looked at Elinor with an unreadable expression. Then he pushed the door open and entered. Elinor followed him, her pulse pounding in her ears like the drum beating to quarters.

      The sun had dipped below the horizon during the time it had taken Elinor to dress and for Hervey to bring them both here. Picture windows lining one wall revealed a yew shrubbery brushing against the glass, beyond which lay a strip of lawn, grey in the shadows, and for a moment she imagined herself looking out over her mother’s garden back home, and shivered. Farther in the distance was a dense grove of trees, indistinct in the dim light, but their outlines told her they were utterly alien, despite the effort to make the garden a piece of England.

      The house had to be part of that effort, and she was surprised to see how closely this room resembled that of the First Lord in the Admiralty building in London. There was the same table, this one’s surface shining mirror-like, reflecting the chandelier poised high above it; there was the fireplace, unlit, though in this climate that was more reasonable than it had been in the First Lord’s frigid chamber; there map cylinders hung over the fireplace, cords dangling that would allow them to be pulled open for display without removing them from the wall. The brick-red carpet with its intricate black and gold pattern might have come from the same stall in some eastern bazaar.

      Even the tableau was the same: three men gathered at the far end of the table, heads bent over a sheet of paper covering half the mirrored surface. Two of the men looked up as they entered; the third continued to trace a line along the paper with a slender baton about a foot long. “This puts them here and here,” he said.

      Ramsay removed his hat and tucked it under his arm, rested his other hand on the hilt of his sword, and came to a sort of relaxed attention that was outwardly correct but hinted that he thought himself the equal of any man in the room, rank notwithstanding. Elinor clasped her hands in front of her and fixed her gaze on the third man, whose continued inattention to their entrance was rapidly becoming an insult. The man on his left fidgeted, casting quick glances at him as if hoping to catch his eye, then flicking his gaze at Ramsay with what looked like an apology.

      The man on his right, by contrast, bowed to Elinor, then gave her his full attention; he was handsome for a man probably her father’s age, his silvering brown hair tied back with a black ribbon, with warm brown eyes and a full-lipped mouth that curved into an unpleasant smile. His gaze dropped from her face to her breasts. She suddenly wanted to cover herself with her hands, to turn away, anything to keep him from staring at her body as if he wished he could use his hands rather than his eyes to examine her contours. Lord Huxley’s undesired attention had been far, far more welcome than this.

      Finally, the man in the center raised his head. “Good evening, Captain Ramsay,” he said. His voice was as dry as his skin and as brittle; this was a man whom the sea and sun had weathered into tree bark. “You bring interesting orders.”

      “Admiral Durrant, sir,” Ramsay replied, but said nothing more.

      “And this is the Scorcher,” Durrant continued, not looking at Elinor. “A slender reed to hang a strategy on.”

      “You have my report on the success of that strategy.”

      “Yes.” Durrant sat, followed by the other two, the man on the left hesitating again as if expecting Durrant to offer his visitors chairs as well. “Only three successes.”

      “The point of sending Athena here is to increase that number.”

      “The Athena is still only one ship. How do you expect to prevent the pirates who roam freely through these waters from striking in several places at once?”

      “That’s up to you, sir. I expect your understanding of the tactical situation to guide our efforts.”

      “Hmph.” Durrant rested his chin in his hand, creasing his onion-paper skin. “I don’t like it.”

      “Sir.”

      “Admiral, they’re here now, and we need to put them to use,” said the fidgety man. His vowels were strangely accented and he continued to divide his attention between Durrant and Ramsay. “The Colonial fleet has had a great deal of success with Scorchers⁠—”

      “And even more success with a full complement of ships, Wood. We don’t need talents, we need ships. We don’t need a girl barely out of the schoolroom who may faint at the first sign of violence.”

      Elinor opened her mouth and then closed it abruptly as Ramsay stepped firmly on her foot. “Miss Pembroke has already seen combat,” he said, “and she’s very level-headed.”

      Durrant dismissed this with a wave. “We’ll see if that’s true, I suppose.” He beckoned to Ramsay to come forward, and once his foot was removed, Elinor followed him. Only the leering man paid any attention to her, and Elinor wanted to scrub her skin with sandpaper to rid herself of the oily feeling his gaze left on her body.

      She tried to keep Ramsay between them, but he stepped up to the table to look at what turned out to be a map of the Caribbean, and the leering man came up close enough behind her that she could feel his breath on her ear, hot and smelling of fish. She tried to focus on the map, though the contours of the islands were obscured by tiny printed words radiating out from the coastlines and curved lines filled the seas following those same contours. She identified Bermuda, a dot well north and east of the rest of the islands, just as the admiral said, “You probably don’t know much about the situation here.”

      Ramsay said, “Not much. Only that over the last thirty years a group of pirates styling themselves the Brethren of the Coast, in homage to Henry Morgan probably, have organized the individual ships into a single unit which they use to terrorize cities into paying protection money. And that Spain, fighting Napoleon on the Continent and facing rebellion in their Latin American colonies, capitulated to their demands three years ago, which means that any Spanish ports are potential pirate havens. It’s probably important that they prosecute their war against us by treating their captured merchant crews with gentility, so those merchants will put pressure on their governments to give in and pay what the pirates demand. Of course they haven’t realized that, as the saying goes, once you start paying Danegeld you never get rid of the Dane, but it means we are fighting a war of public opinion as well as a literal war. But other than that, sir, I don’t know much.”

      Elinor bit her lip. Durrant looked as though he wasn’t sure if Ramsay was making fun of him. He cleared his throat and said, “We’ve received intelligence that puts a number of pirate ships under the command of Hugh Bexley, one of Evans’ chiefs, sailing from Havana tomorrow or the next day to make a run up the American coast, passing between Florida and the Grand Bank of the Bahamas.”

      He traced a snaking line with his baton, which flexed as it touched the map. “We don’t have enough ships near Cuba”—he glared at Ramsay, then at Elinor—“so part of our fleet is leaving Bermuda and assembling here”—tap, tap at a spot north of the long chain of islands that paralleled the ragged coast of Florida—“to intercept them. You’ll be cruising north of Saint-Domingue to catch any ships trying to take advantage of our ships drawing northward.”

      “Admiral, with all due respect, that seems like a waste of a valuable resource,” said Wood. “You’ve never seen an Extraordinary Scorcher in battle before. I have. Believe me, you want the girl as close to the action as you can manage.”

      Elinor ground her teeth to keep from objecting to “girl.” Ramsay said, “I believe the First Lord wanted Athena to take a more active role in this war.”

      “The First Lord isn’t the man on the spot, is he?” Durrant thwacked the map with his baton. “You’ll sail where I tell you, and my judgment is that you’ll best serve us off Saint-Domingue, guarding our flank. Unless you think your five minutes’ assessment of the situation is superior to my seven years of successfully fighting off these vermin?”

      “No, sir,” Ramsay said. “We’re happy to go where we are needed. Sir, might I ask about the enemy’s tactics? So we will be prepared when we encounter them.”

      Durrant had been leaning forward, palms flat on the map, and now he sat back, smiling as if he’d beaten Ramsay at some game neither of them admitted to playing. “Sullyard, the historical map,” he said, and the man standing far too close to Elinor brushed against her as he went to the fireplace and unrolled another map of the Caribbean, this one showing only the islands within the Caribbean Sea. Black X’s made patterns between the islands as if marking the ocean currents.

      “This is a record of all the victories we’ve won,” Durrant said. “You can see the patterns show they follow our trade routes and look to pick off weak or unguarded targets. We used to focus on convoy duty, but since Spain’s turned up its fluffy white tail, we’ve tried to take the battle to the pirates. They have smaller, lighter boats and can slip through channels our heavier vessels can’t navigate. We’ve commissioned a number of Bermuda sloops, and I had hoped for a few more frigates, but God forbid I tell the Admiralty what to do.”

      He walked around the table and smacked the hanging map with his baton. “So watch the shores, Ramsay, watch the currents, and see if you can’t manage to bring some of these bas—” He seemed to notice Elinor for the first time and cleared his throat again with a great hocking noise. “Take prizes if you want, but don’t let any of them escape.”

      “Yes, sir. What about these rumors of the pirates’ intelligence gathering network?”

      “What rumors? Are you listening to rumors?”

      “No, Admiral, but word gets around. Is it true they’ve Seers tracking our ships’ movements?”

      “That is a damned lie,” Durrant shouted. “If I could find the blackguard who’s been spreading that lie, I’d have him strung up at the point in Port Royal by his tes—that is,” he corrected himself, the angry flush fading from his cheeks, “I’d make an example of him. It’s sedition, that’s what it is, trying to demoralize good men. Don’t listen to rumors, Ramsay, it’s a weak and cowardly thing to do.”

      “Yes, sir. If you’ll give me my official orders?”

      “Sullyard?” The man went to a row of drawers behind Durrant and removed a flat packet tied with red ribbon and handed it to the admiral, who tossed it at Ramsay. Ramsay caught it neatly out of the air and bowed to both the admirals in turn.

      Elinor quickly bobbed her curtsey and exited the room ahead of Ramsay, who waited only long enough to hold the door for her before striding off down the corridor so quickly she nearly had to skip to keep up with him.

      “Captain—”

      “Wait until we return, Miss Pembroke. Too many listening ears.” The halls were completely empty, so Elinor could not imagine who might be listening to them, but she kept her mouth shut as Ramsay strode through the halls and into the entrance.

      Hervey shot to his feet and said, “Captain⁠—”

      “Take Miss Pembroke back, then return for me. I’ll meet you at the Bounding chamber,” Ramsay said, and walked away without waiting for Hervey’s assent. Elinor was certain the dumbfounded look on Hervey’s face matched her own. Hervey shrugged and put his arms around her. “On three, Miss Pembroke,” he said, and again there was the sensation of being completely incorporeal, and then they were in the cramped, whitewashed Bounding chamber, lit by a single lamp, with a few slashes of dark green or black paint on the forward bulkhead. Elinor had barely regained her balance before Hervey was gone again. She took a moment to breathe deeply, then realized she ought to exit the chamber so Hervey could return to it.

      At this hour, just after nine o’clock in the evening, the lower deck was crowded with hammocks and men wheezing and snoring. The hammocks were strung so closely together that one man’s feet brushed against another man’s head, and it was so hot Elinor could not understand how they were able to sleep at all. The motion of the ship beneath her feet was the gentle bobbing of Athena at rest, soothing to her spirits after the meeting with the admiral. She folded her arms across her chest and waited. If Ramsay thought she would be willing to wait patiently in the great cabin for an explanation, he was sorely mistaken.

      Only a few minutes passed before the flimsy wooden door banged open and Ramsay stepped out, followed closely by Hervey. Ramsay took her arm and steered her between the hammocks and their occupants reeking of stale sweat and spirits. He seemed unsurprised she had waited for him.

      “Thank you for keeping quiet,” he said. “I know it was difficult.”

      “I believe my foot will never be the same, Captain,” she retorted.

      Ramsay laughed. “It was all in a good cause, Miss Pembroke.” He pushed open the door to the great cabin and turned to Hervey. “Get the lieutenants up here, and Mr. Brown. Whoever’s on deck, you’re taking over for the next hour.”

      “Me, sir? Yes, sir. But—what should I tell them?”

      Ramsay smiled at Elinor, a wicked, delighted grin. “Tell them we’re going to war.”
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