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Always laugh when you can, it is cheap medicine


– Lord Byron.




ONE


In Like a Lion


It may be stated with some certainty that travel can be trying even to the steadiest of characters. Thus it was with some trepidation that Jane, Lady Vincent, found herself on a tour of the continent as part of her sister’s wedding party. Her last visit to the continent had ended abruptly when Napoleon had escaped his exile and reigned terror on Europe.


The troubles she faced with this tour had been of the prosaic sort: which carriage to take, how to arrange their party’s quarters, and, most of all, how to manage her mother’s nerves. Those nervous complaints had been a constant companion on their meandering course across Europe. Jane was relieved that they were now in the Free Imperial City of Trieste, where she and her husband would separate from the rest of the family. She would miss Melody and Mr O’Brien, and had become quite fond of his parents, Lord and Lady Stratton. Of course she would be sorry to say farewell to her father, but no amount of tender regard for her mother could quite subdue her relief at their impending departure.


Fair weather had favoured them, and their last morning in the city had been filled with balmy breezes off the Gulf of Venice, which gave glad tidings for the voyage that they would shortly take to Venice and from there to Murano.


Jane climbed down the worn steps of the old Roman amphitheatre in the heart of the city, following her husband to where the stage had once lain. The sides of her bonnet shielded her from glimpsing the modern buildings that surrounded the open-air theatre and allowed her to maintain the conceit that she stood in part of the Roman Empire.


As she walked, she kept her gaze trained upon Vincent’s back.


Though it was at least three years out of fashion, the blue coat of superfine showed off the breadth of Vincent’s shoulders to great advantage. His brown hair curled over the top of his tall collar. Even with his high crowned hat, the wind dishevelled his hair further than his usual wont. When he made an effort, he could cut as fine a figure as any gentleman of Jane’s acquaintance, but she much preferred the ease of his natural carriage.


Vincent paused at the base of the stairs and consulted the letter he was holding. ‘Byron says that the glamural is under an arch to the right of the stage.’


Jane lifted her head and peered around, looking for the old stage illusion. Trieste had so many ruins from when it was part of the Roman Empire that no one in the town paid them much heed, but Lord Byron’s letter to Vincent said that this faded revenant of glamour was worth viewing. As the ruin was but three streets from the docks, it seemed a natural excursion to make before departing.


The sides of the amphitheatre rose around them in a gentle slope that took advantage of the natural hillside. Remnants of old brick pilings showed where the back of the stage had once stood as a colonnade. Now there was nothing there to prevent them from seeing the street, which ran just on the other side of a row of remaining column bases. A few slabs of marble still graced the ruins, a vestige of their former glory. ‘Do you think he meant a whole arch or a fragment?’


Vincent scowled at the page, holding it in both hands to steady it against the warm breeze. ‘I am uncertain.’


Jane took a few steps toward one of the marble remnants, which stretched higher than the others. As she did, part of a brick arch came into view. Movement flickered within it for a moment. ‘Here, Vincent.’


He hurried across the cracked paving stones, folding the letter as he went. ‘Well spotted, Muse.’


Jane and Vincent slowed as they reached the arch, as though their movement might disturb the illusion that had been spun there. In the shadow the remaining brick cast across the ground, the ghost of a lion stood, tossing its head. The glamourist who had created the illusion had rendered the lion with the precision of one who had actually seen such a beast. As faded as the illusion was, the folds of glamour that sketched it remained robustly alive. The mane was ‘torn and fray’d,’ with almost no fine details remaining, but still moved as though it belonged to a real lion. The beast bent its head and opened its mouth in a silent roar. The skeins that would have provided the sound had long since decayed back into the ether.


Jane sought Vincent’s hand in wonder. He took it, as silent as she in appreciation for the artistry of the long dead glamourist. The lion swished its tail and stalked back and forth beneath the narrow confines of the arch. Its feet passed through rubble, but the illusion did not break. Sometimes he roared before stalking, sometimes after, and once he sat down and bathed a foreleg.


‘What an amazing creature. So vital after all these years.’


‘How . . . how do you think it is done?’ Jane furrowed her brow, trying to understand the techniques involved. By her understanding of glamour, creating this illusion should have required weeks of effort, but stories written of the Roman theatre indicated that the glamours were refreshed with each production.


‘I am confounded, truly.’ Vincent let his hand slip free of hers and crouched to study the glamural more closely. ‘The folds of glamour that remain are too fragile for me to feel comfortable subjecting it to a closer inspection. I am astonished that it has survived this long. Perhaps it uses amarrage en étrive? Though that would not result in this variation . . .’


Jane squinted at the glamour, but without teasing the threads apart, it was impossible to tell how it had been created. Her husband was quite correct that the ancient folds were likely to tear if handled. She hazarded a guess based on what she could see. ‘If it were doubled or nested?’


‘Possible.’ He rested his hand on his chin as he studied the lion. ‘Look at the power in its movements.’


‘I could almost believe that it was a recording, if it were not fully rendered.’ The techniques to record sound in glamour were well understood, but comparable efforts with images were less satisfactory. Vincent had experimented with a weave that he called a lointaine vision, but it resulted in a view of the subject from only one perspective. The lion was fully fleshed out no matter where one stood.


‘It has not repeated a cycle of movement once, has it?’


Jane shook her head and then, recognising that he was not watching her, pronounced her agreement. ‘Individual gestures, but not complete patterns. And I must own that I am relieved that you cannot sort out the effect any better than I can.’


‘No surprise there. You have always been better than I at understanding threads.’


Though Jane would not admit it aloud, his praise of her skills still warmed her, even after nearly three years of marriage. It should no longer be a concern, but she sometimes still felt the shadow of his education with the celebrated German glamourist, Herr Scholes. ‘I will accept your compliment, only because I know that you have always refrained from looking at others’ work.’


‘Not always. Recall that I first learned glamour by unstitching my sister’s lessons.’ Vincent stood and stepped back to study the arch. Lost in abstracted thought, he walked through the arch to the other side. The lion roared as he passed by it, almost as though it had felt his movement. He put a hand on his hip and placed the other over his mouth as he stared at the lion. Finally, shaking his head, he dropped his hand. ‘It is a wonder.’


‘Perhaps Herr Scholes will know.’ Jane walked around the arch, not wanting to pass through the illusion, even though it could do no harm. She supposed it was a testament to the artist that the lion could still cause her a sense of disquiet.


‘Or perhaps this is a technique that only one glamourist has ever known, and it is lost to history.’


‘Such as our Verre Obscurci?’ She took his hand. This was the tragedy of glamour: It could not be removed from the place where it was created. An accomplished glamourist could tie the folds of light off to keep them from vanishing back into the ether, but even that would fade and unravel over time. To move a glamour required exerting precise control over every thread that created it and maintaining each thread’s exact relation to every other thread. Two years prior, Jane and Vincent had discovered a way to record glamour in glass, the Verre Obscurci. It would not help save the lion, because the technique required glamourists to cast their folds through molten glass, but it did suggest a future in which great works were not confined to a single space.


He grimaced and squeezed her fingers. ‘I sometimes wonder if we are right to pursue it. Perhaps glamour is meant to be ephemeral.’ He gestured to the lion. ‘Then I see something like this and wish for a way to carry it with me.’


‘I cannot think that—’


‘Jane! Vincent!’ The voice of Jane’s younger sister pulled their attention to the street. Melody walked towards them, arm in arm with Alastar O’Brien. Even a glamural of cupids could not proclaim the newly-weds’ love more thoroughly than the glow of delight that seemed to surround them. It would not surprise Jane if they soon announced to her parents the impending arrival of a grandchild. ‘I thought we would never find you. Then Alastar remembered Vincent speaking of a glamural and Roman theatres, and la! Here you are.’


Vincent released Jane’s hand, stepping back to a proper distance. His natural reserve had diminished with Melody and Alastar, thank heavens, but he was still less easy when in a group.


Jane moved forward, smiling, to give him a moment. ‘I thought you were at the Roman baths with Mama.’


‘We were, but then Mama was telling another lady that you were off to visit Lord Byron, and then that lady mentioned his poem “The Corsair,” and then Mama could think of nothing but pirates, and now she is certain that you will be killed at sea.’ She tossed her head, and sunlight caught on her spectacles and made them flash. The lenses did nothing to diminish the power of Melody’s beauty. In the Roman ruins, her blond curls might well have been part of a glamour of some goddess. ‘We came to warn you that she is at the dock waiting.’


Jane closed her eyes in aggravation. Her mother had been the one to suggest taking ship to Venice after one of Mrs Ellsworth’s many correspondents spoke highly of the beauty of the trip, even going so far as to recommend the Ophelia, for which they had obtained passage. Sadly, it did not surprise Jane to discover her mother’s mind had changed, and yet, of all things, what she had most wished to avoid was a scene with her mother upon their departure. That is why she had arranged to say their farewells at the hotel that morning. ‘Thank you for that.’


Mr O’Brien straightened his spectacles. Beside Vincent he seemed slight and scholarly, though he was a well-proportioned man. ‘The truth is, we shall miss you terribly when you go. You have made everything . . . so much smoother. I do not know if I shall—that is, Melody tells me I need not be concerned about her mother’s nerves, but—Well.’


Used to her mother’s histrionics, Jane was not often perturbed by them, but it was all too apparent that Mr O’Brien wished he and Melody were coming with them rather than continuing to tour with their parents.


Vincent rubbed the back of his neck and offered the tight compression of his lips that was his public smile. ‘She is enjoying herself. Truly. You do get used to it.’


‘I suppose we should get on with it, then.’ Jane took Melody’s arm for the walk to the docks and let the gentlemen lag behind so that her husband could explain to Mr O’Brien how to cope with the hysterics that had so often accompanied them on their journeys. Though Jane esteemed her mother, she had to own that Mrs Ellsworth sometimes had more sensibility than sense, a fact that Vincent had struggled with a great deal in the early days of their marriage. It was a silent relief to see that her husband had found his place, and a comfort to see him sharing that with the newest addition to their family.


She had methods of her own for managing her mother’s expansive feelings, though today that had not worked so well as she might have liked. They arrived amid the bustle of the docks far too soon. Even at a distance, she could discern a familiar voice. With a sigh, Jane steadied her bonnet against the stiff breeze across the harbour.


‘Lady Vincent! Sir David!’ Mrs Ellsworth’s voice cut through even the clamour of the docks. She insisted on using their titles, no matter how much Jane or Vincent protested. She was so proud of being able to say, ‘My daughter’s husband, Sir David Vincent, the Prince Regent’s glamourist’ at every possible opportunity that it seemed cruel to deny her the fun.


Melody giggled. ‘You see.’


‘You do not need to tease me. You will have her full attention soon enough.’ Jane released her sister’s arm and went to meet their mother. ‘Mama, you should not have left the baths on our account.’


Her father, Mr Ellsworth, had his hand at her mother’s back as though he were supporting her, but she walked with all the swiftness of a governess in pursuit of a small child. Jane was very much the focal point of her march across the docks. She was only thankful that Mr O’Brien’s parents did not feel the need to indulge her mother’s humours. This threatened to be exactly the overwrought farewell that Jane had wished to avoid.


‘You must not go!’ Mrs Ellsworth came to a stop in front of them with a hand pressed to her bosom. ‘Charles, tell them they must not.’


Jane’s father cleared his throat. His thinning white hair fluttered under his hat and, in the morning light, seemed almost like mist. ‘My dear. Your mother wishes me to tell you that you must not go.’


‘You could make more of a protest than that. Lady Vincent, Sir David. I implore you to not take ship.’


‘Mama! They must take ship. It is an island. One does not simply walk into Murano.’


‘Just so, and Lord Byron is expecting us in Venice.’ Vincent offered a bow to her mother.


This was the reason they had given for separating from the honeymoon party, though the truth had more to do with the glassmakers on the neighbouring island of Murano. That they were going there to work would have required explanation, and Mrs Ellsworth was not given to discretion. If they told her that they had created a way of recording glamour in glass, the entire continent would know. Thank heavens that Lord Byron’s extended stay in Venice provided them an excuse to visit. The invocation of a lord was usually more than sufficient to distract Mrs Ellsworth. Alas, that seemed not to be the case on the morning in question.


‘But last night, one of the serving men at our hotel told one of the maids, who told our Nancy, that there were pirates on the Gulf of Venice. And then today! In the baths! A woman spoke of barber sailors!’


Mr O’Brien was taken with a sudden fit of coughing. He turned that pink of embarrassment so peculiar to those with red hair. Clearing his throat, he said, ‘I believe you mean Barbary corsairs, madam.’


‘There, you see! Mr O’Brien knows that there are pirates.’


‘I am afraid that I do not.’ He removed his spectacles and polished them with a handkerchief.


Melody’s spectacles flashed in the light as she tossed her golden curls. ‘La! We have said as much before. The last of the corsairs were defeated by the American fleet. These waters are quite as safe as any.’


‘Oh—oh, it is too much. Sir David, I implore you. After all that Jane has suffered already . . .’


Jane stiffened at the implication that Vincent had been the cause of any of the events of the last year. The words were simply careless, but she could not let them stand. She took a step closer to her mother, as though her proximity could protect her husband from Mrs Ellsworth’s words. ‘What I have “suffered” has been by my choice alone. I will thank you not to suggest that Vincent had any fault in it.’


Mrs Ellsworth’s mouth formed a small O of astonishment.


Jane pressed on. ‘While I am grateful for your concern, we are in no danger. The passage via the Ophelia will be quicker than the overland journey, and we have told Lord Byron that we are coming. You would not wish us to be disrespectful to his lordship, would you?’ It would be of no use to remind her mother that taking ship had been her suggestion.


Mr Ellsworth patted her arm. ‘You see, my dear?’


Mr O’Brien stepped forward and joined Jane’s father in soothing Mrs Ellsworth. ‘If I might . . . The Barbary corsairs, even when they were sailing, were on the Mediterranean. This is the Gulf of Venice.’


‘Oh, but—’ Mrs Ellsworth’s newest protestation was cut short by a cabin boy, who ran up to Vincent and bowed. In rapid Italian, he asked pardon for interrupting and let them know that Captain Rosolare wished them to board.


Vincent thanked the youth in Italian. Turning back to the party gathered on the dock, he offered a bow. ‘We must take our leave.’


The next few moments passed in a jumble of heartfelt farewells. Mrs Ellsworth abandoned her attempts to prevent them from leaving, though she did make extravagant use of her handkerchief. After so long travelling together, Jane had to admit to some melancholy at separating from the rest of the party.


But it was with great relief that she followed Vincent up the gangplank and aboard the ship.


The departure from Trieste had the familiar rhythms of any sea voyage, as sailors called to each other in voices that seemed brined from their time at sea. Ropes, thick as Jane’s wrist, got tossed from dock to ship as they cast off. For a moment, the Ophelia seemed to lumber as a tug pulled it away from the dock; then the sails rose, catching the air with their flutter till they filled.


The time aboard passed with more speed than Jane anticipated, as she stared over the water and relished these idle moments with Vincent away from the constant requirements of her family. The salt air carried her tension across the waves.


It seemed they had but just left Trieste when the captain announced that they were already half-way to Venice. She sat with Vincent in the bow of the ship, using a coil of rope as their bench. The ship skipped over the brilliant cerulean waves, tossing the salt spray back into their faces. The remnants of the nuncheon they had packed in Trieste sat between them, the crumbs of a pastry sharing space on oilcloth with dried figs.


Vincent lifted a silver travel cup of wine and peered at it. ‘One wonders what wine Homer was drinking when he spoke of the wine-dark sea.’


‘Certainly a vintage no longer known, if it matched the sea.’ Jane inhaled the sea air, pressing her ribs against her short stays. ‘That colour. I cannot imagine a glamour that could re-create something so vibrant.’


Forgetting for a moment the effect of travel on glamour, she reached into the ether and pulled forth a fold. The ship’s motion pulled the glamour out of her fingers before she could make even a single twist. It rippled like a film of oil before vanishing back into the ether. Jane blushed at her foolishness. It took enormous energy to work glamour while walking even a few steps, and here she had tried it on a moving ship. The inability to work glamour at sea was what had given Lord Nelson the advantage against Napoleon’s fleet during the blockade.


‘Do that again.’ Vincent set his cup down on the deck. His gaze took on the vacant stare of someone looking deep into the ether.


‘Have you an idea?’


‘Merely a curiosity, which might become an idea later.’


‘You intrigue me.’ Jane reached for the glamour again. It slid through her hands so that she almost could not catch it in the first place. She lost control of the fold. It tickled under her fingers and sprang free. Jane laughed in surprised delight at the rainbow, which spread and shimmered in the air.


‘I have not had the opportunity to see glamour dissolve like this. Only read the theory.’ Vincent reached into the ether himself. His fingers hooked on a fold, tightening. Then it sprang free. The coruscating colours flowed back in the ship’s wake. He turned to watch it, and a slow smile spread across his face.


He reached for the glamour again, snatching wildly like a kitten reaching for a feather. Again, it tugged free of his fingers. Vincent threw back his head and laughed. Giggling, Jane joined him.


She could only imagine what the Prince Regent would say if he could see his favourite glamourists essentially blowing soap bubbles with glamour. There was something delightful about the sheer wildness.


Jane pulled out another fold and spread her fingers as she released it, fracturing the rainbow into a half dozen pieces. ‘Look, the way you release it affects the shape of the . . . of the oil film.’


Vincent grinned. ‘Apt name. Perhaps an oil of light?’


‘Oiled glamour?’


‘Glamoil?’


‘Perhaps not.’


He laughed and curved his hand so that the glamour slid over his palm in a patchwork cord of undulating light. ‘I recall Young experimenting with using multiple glamourists to try to stabilise the glamour.’


‘Did it work?’


‘Not even a little.’ He pulled another thread, which evaporated as readily as its predecessors. ‘I wonder what would happen if we brought our Verre Obscurci aboard a ship. It worked when carried.’


Jane considered. The sphere they had created bent light in the same twists as a glamourist’s hands but did not require a glamourist to hold it steady. ‘That shall be something to try, if we can fashion a new one.’


The lookout shouted from the crow’s-nest, his words snatched away so that only his tone reached them. The ship’s crew suddenly sprang into action, raising sails as the boat became an explosion of canvas. Jane looked toward the horizon in front of them. ‘Not Venice, so soon?’


‘No.’ Vincent stood slowly, looking behind them. ‘It is absurd that my first thought is a desire to keep this from your mother.’


The look of dread on his face made Jane turn in her seat. A ship sailed toward them. Even to her untutored eye, the cannons upon its decks were obvious. ‘Is that . . .’


‘A Barbary corsair. Yes.’




TWO


Corsairs


Jane stared at her husband for a moment. Her breath felt as though it had been ripped from her body like glamour on a ship. ‘Pirates.’


Vincent gave her a small, tight smile. ‘May I ask you to go below, Muse?’


‘You ask me to go below as though you are not coming.’


‘I have some skill with weapons and might be of use in repelling the boarders.’ He squinted at the ship behind them. In the few moments since it had first been spied, it had visibly gained on them.


‘You do not mean to fight. Vincent, tell me that you do not.’ She knew that he had more than just a familiarity with weapons. His father’s insistence on perfection in all the accomplishments required of gentlemen meant that her husband was more skilled with the sword than most of his peers.


‘They take slaves.’ He gave a grin that was half grimace. ‘I must defend you or your mother will never let me hear the last of this.’


Amidships, the captain directed his crew to try to increase their speed. The first mate, a slender young man with dark curls, raised his hands and bellowed to the other passengers, who moved about the deck in a circling, confused mass, very much in the way. ‘Signore e signori, devo chiedervi di andare sotto coperta per la vostra sicurezza.’


For a moment, Jane was so astonished that she could not understand his Italian, for all that her music-master had insisted that she master the language in order to sing it properly. Then her senses restored themselves, and she understood him to say, ‘Ladies and gentlemen. I must ask you to go below deck for your safety.’ No doubt he also wanted to get them out of the way of the crew.


Jane stood and gathered their nuncheon into an untidy bundle. She loathed the idea of leaving Vincent exposed on the deck, but was forced to acknowledge that she would only be in the way. ‘Very well. Promise me that you will be careful. Or at least as careful as one can be while holding a gun.’


‘Likely a sword.’ Vincent escorted her down from the bow. ‘I doubt any member of the crew will give a pistol to an unknown person. A sword, though . . . the captain will have arms for just such an event.’


‘It disturbs me that you know this.’ Jane tried to keep her tone light to mask her fear as they hurried across the deck.


‘The benefits of a thorough education. They shall fire the cannon twice in warning. Do not let this distress you. They want the ship as a prize, so will be unlikely to harm it.’


‘But the passengers aboard . . . You said they took slaves.’


‘They . . . yes. They do. I would wish that unsaid.’


‘But it would be no less true if you had been silent.’ She gave a breathless laugh. ‘I hope I shall not have reason to be thankful that I am so plain.’


Vincent stopped at the ladder leading below deck. He turned her toward him and rested his hands on her shoulders. ‘I love you, Jane.’


The use of her Christian name, rather than his pet name, almost undid her resolve. That, more than his talk of swords or guns, told her how very serious the coming encounter was.


She stood on her toes and kissed him in answer. His hands tightened on her shoulders, and he replied with a fervour that he had only ever shown in the privacy of their own home, heedless of the crew members around them.


Vincent stepped back, cheeks flushed. ‘Now. Go below, and I shall see you after.’


Clutching the cloth with the remnants of their nuncheon, Jane followed the other passengers below deck. There, a sailor led them down a dark, narrow passage to what must be the captain’s cabin.


As he locked the door to secure them, Jane pulled off her bonnet. The cabin had a single berth affixed against one wall and a broad table with chairs enough for a dinner of eight. Windows looked out the side of the boat to provide illumination as well as a view of the sea. In the distance, they could see a dark smudge along the horizon. The Italian coast was so close to hand.


If they could but outrun the corsairs, then they would be safe.


The cabin was occupied with the other passengers on the ship. Two gentlemen stood in tight conversation in one corner and only glanced round as Jane came in. The younger of the two raised his eyebrows in astonishment. Jane ran a hand over her close-clipped hair. She had been travelling with family so much that she had forgotten that it would seem strange to other people.


The other inmates consisted of three women and their children – two daughters approaching marriageable age and three boys, one still in leading strings. One of the older women knelt with her head bowed in prayer in front of a gilded crucifix, which the captain had affixed to one wall. Her hushed voice tumbled out in Italian at a rate too fast for Jane to make out.


Another woman had taken a seat on the captain’s berth with two girls on either side of her. Were it not for the looks of terror on their faces, they would have made a pretty picture in their dark curls and simple travelling dresses. One of the little boys sat at the woman’s feet, playing with a toy soldier. He was no more than two, the same age Jane’s child would have been if she had not—she pushed the thought aside as indulgent, and continued her examination of the room.


The other two boys had their faces pressed against the window, clearly trying to see the corsairs. Their faces were bright with the elation that comes of ignorance. To them, this was nothing but a game. Their mother stood behind them, hand pressed to her mouth as though to keep herself from speaking.


She looked round as Jane entered, saw that she was merely another woman, and went back to studying the sea.


The older of the gentlemen broke off his conference and crossed the room to her. He walked with a slight limp, assisted by a fine ebony cane. His hair had silvered, but aside from that, he still had the bearing of a younger man.


He addressed her in Italian. ‘Madam, please make yourself easy.’ He frowned and looked past her to the door. ‘But where is your husband?’


‘Sir?’ Jane replied in the same language.


‘I saw you on deck. He is a glamourist, is he not?’


‘I—Yes.’ She did not need to make the point that she was Vincent’s creative partner—in this moment, the error was a trivial concern. ‘He stayed above to assist the captain in repelling boarders.’


The gentleman winced. ‘I see that my conception of artists is an ill-founded one. Most would not choose to stay, I think.’


Jane raised a brow. ‘I do not believe that is a motivation confined to artists.’


He offered her a small bow. ‘A fair point, madam. It is likely, however, that his valour will be unnecessary. We are not far from the coast, and the captain will outrun them.’


‘But if he does not?’


He raised his cane. Twisting the head, he withdrew it enough to allow a peek of the shining steel blade encased within. ‘Then . . . that would be unfortunate. But there is no need to worry about that which might not be.’ He pulled a chair out for Jane. ‘Please, madam.’


Jane took the seat he offered, though a part of her wanted to join the woman who was praying. After seeing her settled, the gentleman took his leave and returned to his conference with the other man. The younger man had a dissipated look, which sometimes afflicts young men of fashion. He held a satchel and fidgeted with its catch as he stared out the window. He, too, looked as though he wanted something useful to do.


In many ways, the only one who was not waiting for someone else to take action was the woman who prayed. She was at least making a direct appeal instead of fretting idly. Their course had been set the moment the corsairs had spotted them. The only hope now was that they might outrun the pirates and reach the safety of the Venetian coast.


Jane pushed her chair back and crossed the room to kneel in front of the crucifix. Perhaps prayer only provided an illusion of control, but Jane was too accomplished a glamourist to deny that illusions could provoke emotions. That same perception allowed her to see beyond the curtain of bravery to the fear in her husband’s eyes. The truth was that Jane had no way to sway the resolution of this battle. She could only pray that they reached safety in time.


She could only pray that Vincent was not injured.


So Jane bent her head. She clutched the topaz cross she wore beneath her fichu and prayed. The ship swayed around them, rocking her on her knees. Overhead, footsteps sounded as men ran back and forth preparing to meet the corsairs. She listened to the footfalls, trying to ascertain each time if one of them were Vincent’s. When she finally did hear him walk overhead, she wondered how she could have thought any other set was his. She recognised the steady tread as surely as the beating of her own heart.


When she had read of pirate attacks in ‘The Corsair,’ by Lord Byron, they had seemed a swift and brutal thing. The author had left out the interminable period before the arrival of the corsairs, the period of tense waiting in which hope built that they might reach the coast in time.


The frantic pace overhead gradually slowed, and the entire ship seemed to hold its breath. They all waited as the minutes turned towards an hour and then past it, and still the ship fled with the wind.


This was not how Jane and Vincent’s life was meant to be. They were supposed to create art for princes and explore the boundaries of their craft. They had left London to escape the intrigues there and the undesirable excitement of political unrest. Attack by pirates belonged to another’s life. Oh . . . her mother would be in a state after this. Assuming they lived to tell her.


Jane lifted her head and looked to the window to escape her own thoughts.


The woman there had her hand on her younger son’s shoulder now, and had joined in staring out the window. The smudge of land was larger. How Jane wished she could see the pirate ship behind them.


If they had outrun the ship, then someone would have come to say so. Jane closed her eyes again. If she stared at the land, she would go mad wishing that they were on it.


A cannon boomed over the water.


Jane flinched at the sound. One of the other women shrieked, and the younger of the two girls began sobbing in Italian. ‘They shall sink us, Mama!’


A moment later, the cannon sounded again, distinctly closer, but there was no answering crash of wood splintering beneath a cannonball. Jane wet her lips. She said, ‘They are warning shots. They do not wish to harm the prize.’


The girl continued to sob as though she had not heard Jane, but her mother gave Jane a grateful look and smoothed her daughter’s hair, whispering to her.


Jane got to her feet, unable to remain still any longer. Her knees ached from kneeling, and she staggered as she stood. At first she thought it was due to stiffness from being still so long, and then she felt the ship shudder again.


The corsairs were boarding. Shouts of alarm sounded, only slightly muffled by the stout wood of the cabin. Gunfire sounded in volley after volley, amid savage cries. Jane snatched up their nuncheon and emptied the contents of the oilcloth on the table. Taking the travel cups, she tied them into a corner of the cloth, thinking to use it to club someone. It weighed so little that she abandoned the effort.


She lifted one of the chairs and tried its weight. Senseless—senseless to think that would keep them from being taken should the worst occur, and yet she could not sit by and do nothing. She had faced Napoleon’s army and would not be cowed by barbarians.


The gunfire overhead ceased almost as abruptly as it had begun. No more than five minutes could have passed. A set of footsteps sounded in the hall—not Vincent.


If they were safe, Vincent would have been the first down the stairs. Jane turned toward the door, the chair held ready.


The handle of the door rattled, but the lock stood firm. The older gentleman who had spoken to her earlier finally drew the sword from his cane and came to stand in front of Jane. ‘Behind me, madam.’


The door crashed open, splintering around the lock. In the opening, a corsair lowered his booted foot. Behind him stood a cluster of other pirates, equally alarming. There could be no doubt as to what he was. A long tunic striped in yellows and reds flared around the strange ballooned trousers of a Turk. His curved scimitar preceded him into the room. Jane had seen drawings in Punch, but had always thought they were wild exaggerations for the purposes of attracting readers.


Faced with this new reality, she acted on instinct and tried to weave a Sphère Obscurcie to hide behind. For a moment, she thought that it would work with the ship standing still in the water, but the waves tossed them, and she lost her grip. The glamour evaporated into an oiled rainbow.


The corsair shouted at her and sprang forward. With a sweep of his hand, Jane’s chair flew to the side. Before she could draw breath, he had her arm twisted behind her and the scimitar pressed against her neck. Jane shivered. His breath stank of beer and was the least noisome part of his person.


‘Drop your weapons,’ he said, in heavily accented Italian. He tightened his grip on Jane, lifting her on to her toes to assert his point.


‘Sir, release the lady.’ The gentleman wet his lips and stepped forward, sword held at the ready.


One of the others stalked into the cabin and, with a single twist of his scimitar, disarmed the man. With the next stroke, he clubbed him upon the head. The gentleman dropped to his knees, stunned but not unconscious. He struggled to rise.


The scimitar felt as though it would stop Jane’s speech but she forced the words past. ‘Sir—please. No more. Do not resist them.’


He nodded and stayed on his knees.


‘Good.’ The pirate who had struck him gestured to the others. He issued some order in a rippling language that Jane did not recognise. In response, his men herded the small group of passengers out the door.


At every step, Jane was certain the blade at her throat would slide across her skin. The fichu of lace seemed inadequate to the task of protection. The corsair relaxed his grip only when they came to the ladder leading back on to the deck.


Jane was under no illusions that he was any less vigilant for this relaxation. She climbed the ladder without protesting or attempting to spring away. Where would she go?


After the dim confines of the passage below, the sun stung Jane’s eyes. She winced, wishing for an idle moment that she had not left her bonnet below—but of what import was that? Propriety, and her complexion, were matters for another day.


As her eyes cleared, she peered around the boat. The corsairs’ captain strode up and down the deck – his height made him obvious, even if his bearing did not. He wore a long moustache on his otherwise clean-shaven face. The ends hung below his chin and accented his shouts with their movement. He carried a brace of pistols tucked into his waistband. The wind whipped the ends of his bright sash through the air like blood in water.


A group of sailors sat along the rail, guarded by corsairs who held pistols at ready. Vincent lay crumpled next to the sailors, as though he had been tossed there like a rag doll. Utterly limp.


Jane darted forward, only to be snatched by the corsair behind her. Now she twisted in his grasp to no effect. He shook her and raised the scimitar. Jane struggled to control herself. It would help no one if she were to be made an example.


With an effort, Jane steadied her breathing and pointed to Vincent. ‘My husband. Please?’ The pirate grunted and walked her across the deck. He growled something to his fellows, of which Jane only caught the word, ‘Glamourist.’


With a shove, he hurried her the last several feet toward Vincent. Jane stumbled on the hem of her dress and dropped to her knees beside her husband. She lay a hand on his chest.


Through his waistcoat, the strong beat of his heart gave her a relief beyond measure. She could now look at him for injury. Blood clotted the hair at the back of his head, but he appeared otherwise unharmed. Jane undid his cravat and loosened the high collar of his shirt to give him more air.


With the cravat, she dabbed at the wound on the back of his head, heedless of what went on around them. He groaned and shifted at her touch.


Jane lifted her head and looked to the closest sailor. ‘Have you any spirits?’


He looked at her without comprehension, so Jane repeated the question in Italian, and then her poor French. He continued to stare at her without any sign of understanding. A hand appeared on her right, holding out a silver flask. Jane turned to thank the person for the offer, and discovered it was the older gentleman from below. The other passengers had also been herded to the rail to sit with the sailors, and the pirate who delayed her had apparently only been committing another small act of cruelty.


‘Thank you.’ She poured a small measure of liquor on to Vincent’s cravat and spared the gentleman a glance. ‘Are you injured, sir?’


‘My vanity only.’ The gentleman shifted to lean against the rail. They had taken his sword cane, and he stretched his leg out gingerly in front of him now.


Jane granted only a nod of acknowledgement, for the greater part of her attention was fixed upon her husband. Dabbing carefully, she cleaned the blood away as best she could. When he stirred again, she passed the flask under his nose, in lieu of smelling salts. Vincent coughed and his eyes fluttered open.


‘Thank God.’ Jane replaced the lid on the flask and returned it to the gentleman. In English, she said, ‘Vincent? Love. Can you hear me?’


‘Muse?’ He lifted a hand to his head. ‘I fear I have overdone glamour again. The room is spinning wretchedly.’


‘Not glamour this time.’ For a moment, she was caught in the memory of the excess of glamour that had nearly killed him. The vision of Vincent’s heels drumming the floor in a seizure almost overwhelmed her. She pressed his free hand in hers, as she had not been able to then. ‘Our ship was set upon by pirates. You have sustained a blow to the head.’


His eyes widened at that. Vincent struggled to raise himself to his elbows, but fell back. ‘Pirates?’


‘Barbary corsairs.’


He looked past her, brow creasing. ‘Dear Lord.’


‘You were very valiant and tried to resist them.’


‘Rash is more accurate.’ He rolled onto his side. ‘Help me sit.’


Jane eased him into a sitting position. ‘Have a care. You have quite the lump.’


‘It seems more bearable if I am sitting.’ But he sat hunched, with his head held between his hands as though it would burst.


Jane sat beside him, rubbing the base of his neck, which was all the comfort she could offer in the circumstances. The pirate captain paid them little notice at first, seeming content to leave them along the rail. The other passengers had been assembled with the sailors. The young man from below insisted, to every corsair that passed him, that he was a nobleman and must be released at once.


They paid him no mind.


In short order, the corsairs pulled each passenger up and searched them for valuables without regard for age or sex. The captain stood behind them holding a rough canvas bag into which the valuables were deposited. With some he discussed ransom, and, when the terms were agreeable, he sent them to stand beside a boat. Vincent squinted at the action as though he had trouble focusing. ‘Muse . . . they may separate us. If they do . . . I will come for you, no matter what happens.’


‘And I you.’


He lifted his head and offered something that was almost a smile. ‘That I know.’


When the pirates came to them, Jane stood, and they took her wedding ring, the topaz cross at her throat, and the brooch that fastened the lace fichu about her neck. The captain took the lace as well and tied it around his own neck, laughing. Even with her cooperation, he still took the opportunity to lay his hands all over her person. Jane kept her gaze fixed on Vincent.


A muscle pulsed at the corner of his jaw, and his complexion slowly turned a furious red, but his brown eyes steadied her.


When the pirate released her, Jane stepped swiftly to the rail. Her skin crawled beneath her clothes, and she wished, very much, for a basin of hot water and a stiff brush.


The pirate barked at Vincent, clearly telling him to stand. Vincent rose to his knees and seized the rail to pull himself to his feet. His face turned an alarming green as he rose. Closing his eyes against the motion of the ship, he swayed in place. Jane steadied him as best she could. She wrapped her arm around his waist and tried to get her hip under his weight.


The corsair rattled out another sharp line of command.


Jane’s temper snapped. ‘He is injured. Can you not see that?’


‘I am well enough for their purposes.’ Vincent slowly straightened, though she was not at all certain that he could remain on his feet much longer. With care, he emptied his pockets, giving over his watch and its seal, his pocketbook with the monies for their journey, down to the last florin. The pirate dropped each item into the rough canvas bag. Vincent looked past him to the group by the lifeboat. ‘May we offer a ransom as well?’


The captain sneered and spoke in Italian that was heavily accented, even to Jane’s ear. ‘You—you are British and your country is notorious for breaking their treaties. You are strong, and will fetch a good price.’


The older gentleman from below limped clear of the group by the small boat. ‘One moment, sir. May I speak with you?’


Pursing his lips, the captain’s eyes raked the gentleman up and down as though calculating his worth. ‘For yourself?’


‘About ransom for those women and children who require it.’ He hesitated. ‘And for this lady’s husband.’


‘That is an expensive proposition you make.’ The captain nodded to one of the young girls. ‘She would fetch a pretty price. Are you certain you can afford it?’


‘I am Giacomo Sanuto, a senior officer at Banco de Giro. I assure you, I can.’ His words were bold, but a trickle of sweat ran down his temple. They began to haggle, numbers flying so quickly that it seemed the pirate captain had more than a little experience with this. Signor Sanuto matched him, though, and they had soon come to an agreement of three hundred pounds per woman and one hundred per child.


The pirate turned then to Jane and grunted. ‘This one is distinctly unpretty, and I’m not likely to sell her. One hundred and fifty pounds.’


Jane could not bring herself to be injured by the comment on her appearance. Signor Sanuto nodded with clear relief at the figure, though it had been her allowance for a year before she married Vincent. ‘And her husband?’


‘He’s strong. The captain of this ship tells me he is a glamourist, so useful, too. One thousand pounds.’


Jane gasped. Signor Sanuto swallowed. ‘But he is English, as you noted, and they are notoriously intractable. Five hundred.’


‘Nine hundred.’


‘You are not allowing for his injury, I think. He will require care before being fit to work. Surely knocking that off his price would be fair. Seven hundred and fifty?’


The captain stroked his long moustaches. ‘Done.’ He turned to one of the pirates and rattled off a command in his native tongue.


The pirate pulled them from the rail and added them to the group of passengers waiting by the ship’s boat. Vincent offered Signor Sanuto his hand. ‘Thank you, sir. When we are ashore I shall make arrangements to reimburse you.’


‘Please do not trouble yourself.’ The signore shook his head. ‘It was the Christian thing to do, and I doubt that an artist has anywhere near that figure.’


‘While I do not generally care for titles, I want to reassure you that you will be repaid. I am Sir David Vincent.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I am the Prince Regent’s glamourist.’


The gentleman’s eyes widened. ‘I am glad they did not know that, or they should have asked a higher price for you.’


‘Still. We are in your debt.’ Jane offered him her hand. ‘I cannot thank you enough.’


‘Do not thank me until we are safely in Venice.’




THREE


Noble Influence


The port office in Venice was vast and echoing and stank of fish. In the distance, the great clock in Piazza San Marco chimed, the two mechanical Moors atop it striking the bell eleven times. Each gong reverberated through the office, reminding Jane of how long their small boat had been adrift at sea. By good fortune, they had been picked up by a sailing vessel and carried into the port, but all of them were weary and sunburnt. The victims sat in different parts of the hall talking to various clerks who were attempting to manage the consequences of the pirate attack.


The clerks used crates, which were awaiting registration and approval as extemporized office furniture. The space was never meant to handle this sort of event. Jane shifted on the hard wooden crate she had been offered as a seat and stared with some envy at the folding chair that had been produced for Signor Sanuto. It had no padding, but even something with a back would be welcome. The voyage in the small boat had done no good for Vincent’s dizziness, causing him to empty his stomach repeatedly into the ocean. He now sat sagged on a box, facing one of the port’s clerks. Jane was not certain that he was wholly conscious.


For what seemed as though it were the fifth time, she finished the recital of their story. Being required to do so in Italian made the entire process that much more trying.


The clerk slicked his lank hair back from his face. ‘I am sorry, sir and madam. But without your papers, I cannot allow you into the city.’


Jane made every endeavour to keep her voice level. ‘But I have explained that they were taken by the pirates. We have nothing.’


‘So you have said.’ The clerk shuffled papers on his desk. ‘If there were someone who might vouch for you, it would be a different matter.’


They had come round to this again. Jane repeated what she had already told him. ‘We were to stay with Lord Byron.’


‘So you have said. It is a pity that his landlord reports that he has left the city.’


‘He is expecting us,’ Jane said, with less patience than she had before. ‘The landlord must be mistaken.’


He picked up the note that had come in response to their request for assistance from Lord Byron. ‘No. No . . . Signor Segati is quite clear. He has gone to an assignation in La Mira.’


Jane tried to put on her most reasonable tone, the one she used for calming her mother. ‘If you could simply release us, then we could apply at his house ourselves. He has surely left instructions with his staff.’


The clerk simpered. ‘Ah, but who then would pay the entrance fee you owe?’


Jane rubbed her brow. Across the room, she saw the mother with the daughters stand to leave. The woman met her gaze briefly and offered a small wave; then she was gone.


They had arrived safely in Venice, but were now destitute. The pirates had taken all of their funds, and it would take a month or more to contact their banker in London. When Vincent had handed over their funds aboard the ship, Jane had been in too much shock to fully comprehend the consequences. If Lord Byron was not in town to vouch for them, she hardly knew what they would do. They were utterly without resources. Jane had expected that there would be some sympathy for their plight, but there had instead been this endless round of questions from a man who seemed to have no power save that of keeping them in this drafty room.


‘Is there a British consul in Venice?’


‘Of a certainty.’


Jane waited for him to draw the connexion, but he simply looked at her coolly. ‘Then may we not speak to him?’


He looked puzzled. ‘Ah—but he is a good friend of Lord Byron. Surely you know that, as you are yourselves such friends of Lord Byron’s. They are gone together to La Mira.’


Jane sat back on her box, astonished and annoyed. ‘How might you know that?’


‘It is common gossip, madam. I do not wish to shock you, but it is well known that Lord Byron keeps a mistress in every port.’ He slicked his hair back again. ‘You must understand that invoking his name is . . . well. It raises certain questions about your character.’


Jane’s mouth dropped open. ‘My character? Sir. I have been waylaid by pirates. Are you now implying that it was somehow my fault? Because if you are, allow me to assure you that when our circumstances are altered, as they will no doubt be, I shall not forget your treatment of us.’


He drew himself up in his chair. A strand of hair escaped and trembled along his nose. ‘I do not take kindly to veiled threats, madam.’


Nor had he taken kindly to reason, but Jane managed to hold her tongue about that. She glared across the room and saw Signor Sanuto rise to leave as well. His back was to them, but she could tell that it bore none of the frustration that she felt. A manservant had arrived for him with a new walking stick and a greatcoat, which made Jane feel her own grime all the more. Signor Sanuto was shaking hands with his clerk, laughing, even. She let her breath out slowly and tried again with the man assigned to them. ‘Please tell me what we might do to be allowed to leave here.’


‘Well. You are without your papers, but I might overlook that irregularity, for certain considerations.’


Vincent ground his teeth audibly together, proving that he was at least a little awake. In English, he said, ‘I thought we had left the pirates at sea.’


Jane put her hand on Vincent’s arm, though his words exactly matched her feelings. ‘As we are without funds, would you accept a promissory note?’


‘Here we return again to the fact that you are unknowns in our city.’ He shrugged and held up his hands, as though to say that the decision was not in his control.


Signor Sanuto put on his greatcoat, on the point of departing. Jane knew one person in this city. She stood. ‘Signor Sanuto!’


He turned round at his name and frowned; then he limped across the vast room toward her. His infirmity seemed more pronounced on dry land.


Vincent sat up. ‘Jane, we cannot ask him for money.’


‘I do not intend to.’


The signore came within speaking distance. ‘Lady Vincent. Is something the matter?’


‘I do hate to impose, again, but our papers were on the ship and this gentleman needs someone to vouch for our identity.’


Very quietly, he said, ‘Why are my friends being detained after the trial we endured today?’


‘Signor Sanuto, sir! I was only—’ Flushing, the clerk cleared his throat and drew a paper toward him. He began to scribble upon it with sudden focus.


As he did so, the signore turned to Jane and Vincent. ‘My apologies. I did not expect that you would have such difficulties. I believe we have the confusion straightened out.’


The clerk cleared his throat again. ‘Sir David? May I ask you to sign a few papers, please?’ His attitude was so markedly improved that Jane had to wonder with whom they had allied themselves.


Vincent excused himself and went to the desk, leaning heavily against it. Jane took his place at Sanuto’s side. ‘I owe you thanks once again.’


Signor Sanuto smiled. For a moment he reminded Jane of her father when he presented her with a gift. ‘It pleases me to be able to help. Speaking of which . . .’ He leaned down to whisper. ‘Your husband is not well, yes?’


Jane shook her head. ‘I’m afraid he is concussed . . .’


He grimaced in understanding, put a finger to his lips and straightened.


Vincent returned, folding a paper and placing it in his coat pocket. The circles of fatigue under his eyes were deep, and he seemed as though he were barely able to stand. ‘Our entry papers are in order. Thank you, sir.’


Jane placed her hand on Vincent’s arm to steady him. ‘Yes, thank you.’


‘It is the least I could do.’ Signor Sanuto looked down and tapped the floor with his walking stick. ‘May I do more? Would you stay with me at Ca’ Sanuto? The truth is that my family is away, and our palazzo is too large for one person. After the events of today . . . Well, I would not like to be alone tonight. If you do not mind going to Murano, that is. It is a small town, another island like Venice, but just a short gondola ride away.’


Jane did not hesitate or pause to consult Vincent. She did not want to chance a trip to Lord Byron’s home only to be turned away, not with Vincent in the state he was in. It would be different if they had funds and could seek a hotel, but they had no resources at all. ‘Thank you. That is very kind.’


Vincent made the small whine that sounded as though he were imperfectly holding his breath, which so often indicated that he was conflicted. It was clear that his pride did not like this solution, but he did not object. ‘Yes, thank you. In fact, we have business in Murano.’


‘Good. I have but one favour to ask.’


‘Of course.’


Signor Sanuto clapped Vincent on the shoulder. ‘I only ask that you sleep in tomorrow, so that I might do the same.’


Vincent offered one of his rare public smiles. ‘I think we may assure you of that.’


Jane had no trouble making good their promise to Signor Sanuto. She woke as the sun came streaming in through the large windows of the bedroom the signore had provided for them. The light revealed details lost in her fatigue of the night before. The ceilings rose to at least twelve feet and were adorned everywhere with delicate plasterwork reminiscent of waves. Shells and seahorses completed the theme, reminding her that Venice was once known as La Serenissima, the Bride of the Sea. Murals that were a mixture of paint and glamour adorned the walls to make each seem vibrant and alive. The furniture, while in an older style, displayed exquisite marquetry and had no doubt been in the family for generations.
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