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TAILSPIN

A sharp crack occurred underfoot as he shifted to face her. He felt himself sinking, dropped the metal, and scrambled for purchase on the ledge. “I’ve got you,” she called. Steadied, he was able to slide one foot onto a sounder board and pull the other free of the broken wood. With a lunge, he reached the main dock and safety.

His heart hammered, he could barely catch his breath, and a burning throb was developing in his foot. But what filled his awareness as his senses cleared, was the feel of Celeste Ashton pressed tight against him … so close that he could feel her heart was beating fast, too.

That wave of adrenaline drained, leaving in its place a confusing flush of heat. He looked down into her upraised face—luminous skin, delicate features, generously curved lips … Soft, she was so soft against him … everywhere … his chest, his loins, his thighs, his arms. And everywhere she was touching him, something seemed to be melting … his resistance to her, his clothes, his very skin.

It should have raised an alarm in him. But as he looked into her large, dark-centered eyes and felt the warmth of her body seeping into his chest, he couldn’t think of a single reason to let her go …
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Oxford, England
July 1884

“Nothing More Stimulating than a juicy new heresy, eh, Thorny my boy?”

Titus Thorne stopped short in the doorway to the faculty meeting room, causing a chain reaction of collisions among the black-robed dons filing in behind him. Grunts and exclamations of surprise trailed down the long black line, a testament to the ambulatory peculiarity of the professors of Cardinal College … who habitually walked with their heads bent, studying their shoes as they pondered the great questions of the age.

“New heresy?” Titus stared at Sir Parthenay Fenwick’s twinkling eyes. “What heresy is that?”

“This aquatic personage.” Sir Parthenay, the college head, pulled him out of the doorway so that the rest of the dons could shuffle in and take their places at the large rectangular meeting table. “Creating quite a stir, I understand. Has all London awag. Been in all the papers.”

“Haven’t seen any London papers of late. I came straight from Newcastle—that Viking-artifact debacle,” Titus said, his interest piqued by the prospect of yet another scientific boondoggle in progress. “What ‘aquatic personage’?”

“This ‘mermaid’ creature. Saved a copy of the Gazette for you.” Sir Parthenay hurried across the Gothic oak-paneled room and snatched a newspaper from under another aged don’s bespectacled nose. He handed it to Titus and waited eagerly for the younger man’s reaction.


HUMAN MERMAID CARRIED AWAY BY DOLPHINS



Titus’s jaw tightened as he read the account of a young woman on the southern coast of England who claimed to have been befriended by dolphins and taken into their watery world. The article dubbed her “the lady mermaid,” called her recently published book “absorbing,” and made tittery allusions to the “romantic” nature of her revelations.

“Pure nonsense,” he said, tossing the paper onto the nearby meeting table.

“Popular nonsense,” Sir Parthenay corrected, rescuing the article.

Titus frowned and continued toward his seat at the end of the long oak table. “They will do anything to sell books to a gullible public. Dolphins and mermaids. Ridiculous. It won’t last.” As he passed Sir Isaac Ellis, he stooped out of habit to lift the venerable old don’s foot onto his gout stool. Sir Isaac responded by thrusting a stack of news clippings into his hand.

“That first article came out more than a fortnight ago,” the old fellow wheezed, pointing a gnarled finger at the newsprint Titus held. “These followed.”

“Since then, it’s been an endless stream of mermaid-this and mermaid-that in the news,” hoary old Sir Mercer Gill declared from across the table.

“A number of faculty from other colleges and even the chancellor himself have inquired as to your response to the matter,” Sir Parthenay added.

“My response?” Titus scowled at the expectation in their faces.

A mermaid craze. Stranger things had happened in recent years. Two-headed farm animals promoted as oracles … people claiming to contact spirits of the dead … reports of sea monsters in lakes … faked antiquities from bogus archaeological digs … spurious miracle cures … cults bent on saving the human race by making people into living lightning rods … he had been there to unmask and expose the lot of them. In the last five years he had become Britain’s resident skeptic … the leading investigator of hucksterism and “quack science.”

Now it was a mermaid. It wouldn’t have been the first time he’d battled a mythological creature, but he had learned from experience that such things were seldom a matter of science. No matter what evidence he uncovered to expose such preposterous claims, some would refuse to be convinced. They simply wanted to believe. And he had no time to waste on lost causes; not when there were so many more worthy battles to fight in the name of truth, and reason. He tossed the stack of articles onto the table, unexamined, and sat down.

“It’s a pile of bunkum. It has nothing whatsoever to do with science.”

“Well, I’m afraid the Oceanographic Society is of a different opinion,” Sir Parthenay declared in a challenging tone. “They’ve set aside this month’s scheduled speaker in favor of an address by this ‘mermaid’ personage. And they’ve invited the Zoological Society to sit in for a joint session.”

Titus’s eyebrows shot up.

“The hell you say.”

An invitation to address the royal societies was tantamount to an offer of membership … the academic equivalent of a royal patronage … reserved for scientists, naturalists, and explorers of major accomplishment.

“See for yourself.” Sir Parthenay passed a printed meeting announcement down the table to him. “Seems all a bit reminiscent of that Atlantis business, back in ’82. What was that American fellow’s name again?”

“Donnelly … Ignoramus Donnelly,” Titus muttered, taking the paper.

“Ignatius,” Sir Mercer corrected.

“Whatever. And look how that turned out. Every Tom, Dick, and Herbert climbing into a toga and claiming to be the lost royalty of the long-lost continent …” As Titus stared at the written confirmation of Sir Parthenay’s news, his stomach began to heat. After all his work with shark and large-fish feeding habits, he himself had been invited to join the Oceanographic Society only a year ago. And now, to have this absurd scientific pretender—this flimflam artist in a phony fish tail—invited in to address a meeting of not one but two major scientific societies …

Small wonder the chancellor was disturbed and his fellow faculty members were up in arms, demanding to know what he, intended to do about it.

“It’s an outrage,” he said, retrieving the spurned news articles and glancing from headline to headline. “Elusive,” “romantic,” and “mysterious” … characterized the early opinions, but farther down in the stack, the words “perceptive,” “painstaking observation,” and “revolutionary thinking” crept in. He shot to his feet.

“Who is this absurd female? What credentials could she possibly have?”

“No academic training, of course. But her grandfather was Sir Martin Ashton, an archaeologist of some reputation,” Sir Mercer declared. “Cambridge man. Solid fellow. Did work in the Azores and the Canaries, I believe.”

“She’s apparently something of a sailor,” Sir Harold Beetle added. “Claims to have been researching aquatic populations in a bay near her home when a dolphin sought her out and tried to talk to her.”

“Lunacy,” Titus declared.

“No, clicks and squeaks,” gravel-voiced Sir Milton Ruckers put in. “Says it’s their language. Got up the nerve to climb right in the water with the thing, and it hauled her around for a ride.”

“Bullfeathers.”

“Not necessarily.” Sir Parthenay raised an excepting finger. “There are documented cases of sailors being saved by dolphins … towed to shore and safety. She experienced several such ‘rides’ and seems to think such behavior is intentional. That dolphins are curious about us. That dolphins … think.”

“Think? Horse manure!”

“No,” came a reedy objection, “don’t believe there were any horses in the book …” Old Sir Isaac was puffing for breath, struggling over the arm of his chair to reach something that had slid from his lap onto the floor. Titus rounded the table, picked it up, and found himself holding a sea-blue book with a dolphin embossed in gold leaf on the cover. His eyes widened as he read the title on the spine. The Secret Life of Dolphins, by Miss Celeste Ashton.

“You’ve read this?”

Sir Isaac looked unrepentant.

“Had to see what all the fuss was about,” the old don insisted, huddling back in his chair.

Titus stalked back to, his seat, observing that the cover of the book looked rather worn. As he flipped through the well-thumbed pages, they fell open to an oft-read passage on pages ninety-three and ninety-four. Scanning the print, his gaze fell to a line containing the words “frequency of romantic behavior.” A bit farther down, the phrase “astonishing variety of mating techniques” caught his attention. At the top of the second page, “continuous and fascinating sexual play” positively leaped out at him. Stiffening, he dived into the flowery prose, and before he realized it, he was reading aloud.

“ ‘The lotharios of the deep, dolphins spend most of their nonfeeding time engaged in courtship and romantic displays. Not unlike males in some human societies, dolphin males must compete for dolphin females’ attention and favors. Since the traditional land-based methods of attracting a mate—preening and self-decoration—are impossible in their watery world, behavior is their only recourse for courtship. They use every method of persuasion possible … sound, acrobatics, and a surprising variety of physical contact. First, they serenade their chosen ladies with a series of clicks and coos not unlike the songs of human minstrels. “Click, click, click, click … screee, screee” is a common refrain in courting songs …’ ” He glanced farther down the page.

“ ‘It was only after I saw Prospero courting a female of the group that arrived later, that I realized that the behavior he had shown toward me was essentially courtship behavior. He had approached me as if I were another dolphin. Perhaps that is why he and the others permitted me to move so freely among them. It is possible that they considered me an adopted dolphin.’ ” He raised his head. “Courted by a fish? The woman’s mad.”

“Strictly speaking, dolphins are not fish. They are mammals of the genus—”

“I know what they are, Sir Mercer,” he growled. “I also know that most of what is supposedly ‘known’ about the creatures is nothing short of mythology!” He glanced back at the open book and his eyes narrowed.

“Listen to this: ‘The females are usually coy at first, like haughty debutantes pretending not to notice the romantic attentions of their ardent suitors. The lovely Ariel, Prospero’s intended, was no exception.’ ” He looked up. “ ‘Debutantes,’ for God’s sake. And ‘suitors.’ It’s anthropomorphism run amuck.” He might have laughed if it hadn’t been so alarming. By all accounts, the royal societies were swallowing this drivel and asking for more.

“ ‘After a while, Ariel allowed him to swim by her side, tickling and stroking her with his fins and poking her seductively—intimately—with his long nose.’ ” He gave a snort of disbelief. “ ‘They were consistently playful, even while engaged in overtly sexual behavior. Prospero repeatedly rolled Ariel onto her back beneath him and she escaped numerous times, seeming to want to romp and to draw him into her play, before the actual coupling occurred.

“ ‘I observed at least thirty-two separate incidents of actual mating, and in each, Prospero insisted on being directly above his lady during the process. Concerned that I might be led astray by one dolphin’s amorous preference, I determined to observe other pairs during mating and discovered, to my gratification, that Prospero was no more or less inventive than the other males of his group. They universally attempted to roll the females beneath them, in a ‘belly-up’ position … which necessitates the females holding their breath for long periods. More than once, I observed an exasperated female breaking off in the middle of mating and wriggling away to the surface for air, leaving her clumsy swain to dive into the depths to hide his shame.’ ”

Titus glanced up with fire in his eyes.

“Randy dolphins … this absurd female plunging into the water to watch them mate—in the missionary position, no less … The woman’s either a colossal liar or seriously depraved!”

“No, no, truly—read on,” Sir Mercer demanded, waving his hand. “It gets even better.”

“Better?” Titus looked at the old fellow’s ruddy face and glowing eyes, shocked to find the aged don enthralled by that ridiculous prose. Then his gaze strayed to Sir Isaac’s reddened face … Sir Parthenay’s, Sir Mercer’s, and Sir Harold’s.

All around the table, eyes were glistening and aged cheeks were ruddy with unseemly heat. He glanced down at the well-used book in his hands, then up at their faces. It still took a moment for him to make sense of what he was seeing.

“You’ve read it, Witherspoon? Sir Parthenay? Sir Mercer? Sir Milton? Good Lord—all of you?”

After an uncomfortable silence, Sir Parthenay cleared his throat. “Purely in the interest of science, of course. We felt it best to … keep up on the latest developments.”

Titus stared at them, thinking that the time he had long dreaded had finally come. It was mass senility. The old boys’ garters were all snapping at once … even Sir Parthenay, who at sixty was several years younger than the rest of the Cardinal College faculty. Titus was the only don in the room who still had all his own teeth, didn’t have to pluck his ears, Mid could still “take wine” in the traditional Oxford manner without suffering an attack of the gout.

The old boys had offered him the chair in ichthyological studies several years ago, when he was yet a fledgling scholar. They had taken him immediately into their midst and into their confidence; he was never treated as “junior,” as new faculty were in other colleges. They had given him the benefit of their experience, their time-ripened judgment, and the deep understanding they had accumulated over lifetimes. They were men of science and letters … renowned, even brilliant minds who had written many a theory and text. Now, to see them caught up with some absurd scientific boondoggle—mermaids and sex-mad dolphins, for God’s sake—was nothing short of painful to him.

He had to do something. For the sake of his beloved mentors, for the integrity of his college, and for the dignity of the royal societies, he had to confront this fishy tart and expose her sham of scholarship. He rose and gathered up the book and newspaper clippings, tucking them under the arm of his black robe.

“I intend to look into the matter,” he said curtly. “I shall take the 3:03 to London tomorrow and attend this ‘mermaid’ fiasco on Friday. If you need me I shall be at the Bolton Arms in Knightsbridge.”

The old dons exchanged glances as they watched him exit. When the echoes of his footsteps faded in the hall, Sir Parthenay sighed and settled back into his chair. “He’s off and running again.”

“Feel a bit guilty, setting him on that ‘mermaid’ creature.” Sir Harold wagged his head. “The boy does tend to get a bit wrought up about these things.”

“Well, someone has to guard the gates.” Sir Parthenay rubbed his chin. “If only he would loosen up a bit … allow for the unexpected or unorthodox in the process of discovery … he would be a much better scientist himself.”

“And a better candidate for the Head, when you retire,” Sir Harold mused, inhaling deeply from his nasal atomizer. “I fear for us all when he takes over.”

“It’s what comes of poring over fish guts for years on end,” Sir Mercer Gill announced with a frown. “I’ve tried and tried to get him to take out an expedition … do some study in the field while he’s still young enough.”

“Won’t have none of it,” old Sir Isaac said with an asthmatic wheeze. “Don’t need it, he says. Odd thing. Never seen a young man so rigid and hidebound.”

“Oh, I don’t know …” Sir Milton pulled out his leather tobacco pouch and began to tamp his trademark pungent blend into a meerschaum pipe. “The boy isn’t entirely hopeless.” When the others looked at him with puzzlement, he clamped the stem of his pipe in his teeth and grinned. “Somewhere along the way he’s picked up an understanding of what is meant by the term ‘missionary position.’ ”



The Savoy Hotel
London
Friday morning

“We simply cannot have our Sacred Virgin gallivanting about all over the city without proper escort,” Lady Sophia Ashton declared.

“I am not your—” Celeste Ashton thought better of that particular objection to her grandmother’s declaration, realizing where words traded on that subject would inevitably lead. Here and now—standing in the doorway to her hotel suite, only minutes away from addressing a joint meeting of two of the most prestigious scientific organizations in Britain—she didn’t need a recitation of all the reasons she had been proclaimed “Most Revered and Sacred Virgin” of the Atlantean Society of Pevensey Bay.

Taking a quiet breath, she averted her gaze to keep it from settling too pointedly on the swaths of embroidered linen that hung from great golden brooches on her grandmother’s shoulders, the gold circlet that wrapped around the old lady’s sensible bun, the ample brown leather handbag she clutched fiercely before her, or the embroidered pink kid gloves she wore … relics of a former life and a former fashion sense. She didn’t want to have to explain her grandmother’s eccentric dress to a score of Britain’s leading scientific minds, and she certainly didn’t want her grandmother explaining it. “Of course this is just my everyday wear. You should see my ceremonial chiton and himation …” and “No high priestess worth her salt would be caught dead in the street without proper gloves, you know …” Celeste could just imagine the looks on their faces.

There was only one way to ensure that such a thing didn’t happen.

“But I do have an escort, Nana.” Celeste smiled warmly at Brigadier Penworthy Smythe, who waited just outside the door of the suite, resplendent in his old regimental uniform. She was grateful that the old fellow had taken to heart her comment that he looked so dashing in his uniform, it was a pity he didn’t wear it any more. “I have the society’s sergeant at arms with me. The brigadier is more than equal to the task of escorting me in and out of carriages and making introductions. So you see, you really don’t have to go. I shall be perfectly fine.”

Lady Sophia took in the brigadier’s distinguished silver muttonchops and military bearing, and scowled … not yet willing to abandon what she saw as her grandmaternal duty.

“How can you possibly be fine? Look at you.” The old lady waved a hand at Celeste’s garments. “That stuffy wool skirt and jacket … starched pin-tucks and a Windsor tie … all cinched and boned and buttoned and hooked. Tsk. Near strangulation. You should appear in something free and flowing, something better befitting your exalted status as—”

“An author, a researcher, and an invited speaker,” Celeste declared firmly. “This is precisely what they would expect a serious scientific thinker to wear.”

But there was a bit too much force in the way she smoothed the peplum of her blue tailored jacket and a tremor in her fingers as they flitted over her pristine starched collar and striped silk tie. In truth, she had no idea what the august gentlemen of science she would soon face might expect of her. To her knowledge, the Royal Oceanographic and Zoological societies had never before invited a woman to present a paper. The thought was more than a little intimidating.

It was also thrilling. This was the chance she had dreamed of for as long as she could remember: the opportunity to follow in her beloved grandfather’s footsteps, the chance to be recognized and accepted as a person of letters, a scholarly mind, a researcher of merit. How could she have guessed when she bundled up her journals and sent them off to a London publisher—hoping for a bit of money to keep the household afloat—that they would be published straightaway and have the good fortune to attract the attention of renowned scientists?

“I still cannot see what’s so important about looking scientific and having those old fogies knight your work,” her grandmother continued stubbornly. “Your grandfather didn’t give a fig what they said about his work.”

“He did in the early days,” Celeste reminded her. “While he was at Cambridge he presented frequently at the Archaeological Society. It was how Grandfather made his reputation. You know as well as I do, Nana, that ‘presenting’ is how one makes a reputation in—” She halted, noticing the smudges of fatigue visible under her grandmother’s lively gray eyes.

With coaching delays, baggage mix-ups, and the confusion of arriving in London a day late, in the dead of night, and on a noisy train filled with Portsmouth sailors fresh from long months at sea, the trip from their home on the south shore had been nothing short of a disaster. Clearly, now was not the time to resume their ongoing debate over whether her future lay in scholarly pursuits or in more mystical ones.

“You look tired, Nana.” She reached out to stroke her grandmother’s velvety cheek. After a moment, Lady Sophia’s determined posture softened.

“I suppose I am wearing a bit thin.”

“That settles it.” Celeste slipped an arm around her grandmother and turned her toward the bedroom and the comfortable four-poster waiting inside. “You’ll have a lie-down. I’ll deliver my talk. And we’ll be back from the hall in time for tea in the hotel dining room. Mr. Cherrybottom says their tea cakes and sandwiches are the best in London.” She smiled at the light that appeared in the old lady’s eyes. Her grandmother had a weakness for cucumber sandwiches. “Then we’ll have a lovely dinner this evening. I’ve promised Mr. Cherrybottom that you will tell him all about the society and your work.”

Moments later, Celeste and the brigadier descended the sweeping marble stairs into the palatial lobby of the hotel, and paused near the bottom to scan the forest of palms and hanging ferns for a glimpse of her publisher. She finally spotted Edgar Cherrybottom through the bustle of elegantly clad patrons and of uniformed porters trundling baggage to and fro. He looked up, as if in response to her gaze, and a second later was hurtling across the lobby.

In the few hours since she had met him on the platform at Paddington Station, Celeste had formed the impression that Edgar Cherrybottom proceeded through all of life at a gallop. His movements were bold, his speech fast and bombastic, and his smile faintly cherubic. He was a good-natured typhoon that caught you up, spun you about, then set you down again in what seemed new territory.

“There you are!” he called out as he approached, beckoning them down the last few steps. “Thunderation, don’t you look splendid, Miss Ashton!” A grin spread across his broad face as he took her extended hand. “If you’ll excuse my saying so, the gentlemen of the royal societies are in for a double delight this afternoon: a tantalizing tickle to the intellect and a veritable feast for the eyes.”

Before she could think how to respond to such bold flattery, he had placed her hand in the crook of his arm and was drawing her toward an out-of-the-way corner of the lobby. “My carriage is just outside, but first …” When they parted the small crowd of hotel guests that had collected, Celeste was surprised to see a photographer and a whole complement of photographic equipment arrayed before an ornately carved chair set on a draped platform. Her eyes widened.

“Didn’t think you would mind … we’ve had so many requests for your likeness … newspapers, journals, popular sketch artists, and the like,” Cherrybottom barreled on. “Great interest in you and your work, you know. Capital opportunity. So I said to myself: ‘Edgar … why not just arrange for a few photographs on the way out the door?’ Only a minute or two, and we’ll be on our way.” He flashed a contagious smile. “Wouldn’t do to have you late for so momentous an occasion.”

Photography. She was instantly intrigued. It had been years—more than a decade—since her grandparents had taken her to have her picture made at a Portsmouth photographic studio. The rigors of the process she had quite forgotten, but she had always relished the resulting image of herself in braids and a ruffled smock … barefoot … with an adventuresome glint in her eyes. The prospect of having another photograph to mark “so momentous an occasion” delighted her.

She was ushered into the chair, stripped of her hat, and posed with a quickness and purpose that belied the supposed spontaneity of the sitting. The photographer and Edgar Cherrybottom stood behind the camera, heads together, peering over and under the black camera drape, murmuring approval. Alert and focused, her curiosity alight, Celeste watched every motion and visually examined every bit of equipment, framing a score of questions to ask.

The brightness of the first flash and the smell of burning powder caught her by surprise, but she had no time to ask about them. Cherrybottom quickly suggested she lean toward one arm of the ornate chair and place both hands on its cool, polished surface.

It registered in her mind that the arms of the chair were made in the shape of leaping dolphins and she traced the dark, thick carvings with surprised pleasure … noting that the images were unusually authentic. As she looked up, the powder flashed again, blinding her momentarily. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to recover, and the photographer bolted forward and removed some of the pins from her hair.

That unexpected intimacy, the fellow’s abrupt withdrawal, and the slide of her hair down her neck so surprised her that she didn’t know quite how to react. Turning her face aside and bending slightly, she raised one arm to retuck her hair. Again, the powder flashed.

“Wonderful!” Edgar Cherrybottom strode forward to offer her assistance down from her perch. “Nothing short of perfection, eh, Brigadier?”

The old soldier harumphed about “newfangled nonsense” and inserted himself determinedly between Cherrybottom and Celeste.

Nonplussed, the garrulous publisher led them through the crowd of curious hotel guests, to the front doors and the enclosed carriage waiting beyond. They were three blocks away before Celeste reclaimed her senses enough to repin her hat and once again concentrate on her mission.

“Oh, my bag—my charts and equipment!” she said, looking frantically over her shoulder.

“In the carriage boot,” Mr. Cherrybottom assured her, looking very pleased as he balanced both palms on the head of an ornate walking stick. “I had my driver bring them out while you were being photographed. You needn’t worry about a thing, my dear. You need only tell your story, as you did in the book, and then respond to a few questions. They’ll be charmed, I’m certain, just as the rest of London has been.”

“The rest of London?” She frowned. She hadn’t a clue what Mr. Cherrybottom was talking about.

The publisher sat forward. “I was saving this to announce at dinner, but … we’ve passed sales of twenty thousand copies and there’s no end in sight. Just yesterday, I struck an agreement with French and German publishers to issue translated editions. Scarcely a day goes by without an article in a newspaper somewhere, remarking on the ‘dolphin craze’ initiated by your book. You’re a smashing success, Miss Ashton.”

The news stunned her. A dolphin craze. Twenty thousand copies. Why, if she had sold one thousand copies, she would have been delighted. Imagine … twenty thousand people reading about her dolphins, learning about the ocean and its marvelous creatures, discovering some of the joy she had felt at being permitted a glimpse into the mysteries of the deep. That was her hope, her dream … her mission in life … to research the sea and somehow awaken people to the wonders it held. She thought with awe of thousands of people sitting at night by their lamps and hearths, reading about Prospero and Ariel and the others … imagining themselves gliding through the sea-green waters with her … their eyes and hearts opening to the beauty and majesty of the sea …

It took a moment for her to realize that twenty thousand copies also meant larger-than-expected revenues. Money. Her eyes widened. She would have enough money to replace the entire roof and pay some long-overdue grocer’s and butcher’s bills. She might even have enough money to take Nana back to the Azores, where they had lived when her grandfather was doing archaeological work … where she had first met dolphins! Her mind began to race and her heart began to pound. Why, she might have enough money to buy a larger boat … to build better equipment to use under water—

“Bloody Duke of Wellington!” The sound of the brigadier swearing by his favorite military hero interrupted her spiraling expectations. She looked up and discovered the carriage was slowing and the old general was staring out the window in alarm. Sliding across the seat, she peered out over the brigadier’s shoulder, while Cherrybottom raised the shade on the window across the way. The publisher’s face lit with a broad smile.

Swarming toward the coach was a noisy throng of men in bowler hats and rough woolen coats. Most had pencils stuck in their hatbands or tucked behind their ears; a few bore sketchpads. The instant the coach stopped they clambered onto the wheel spokes and carriage steps and strained to peer through the windows, calling out questions.

Cherrybottom seemed not the least bit distressed. Smiling, he straightened his tie and readied his high-crowned hat for donning as he left the carriage.

“Who are these cheeky blighters?” the brigadier demanded indignantly.

“I sent word to one or two news writers that Miss Ashton would be arriving by this entrance,” Cherrybottom told him, with a glance in her direction. “I expect word got around. They all want a glimpse of the Lady Mermaid.”

“Lady Mermaid?” She scowled. “Who on earth is the ‘Lady Mermaid’?”

Cherrybottom thrust open the door, knocking one intrepid fellow from his perch on the carriage steps. As he exited, he cast a grin and two words over his shoulder.

“You are!”


Two
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Celeste emerged from the carriage into the brigadier’s arms and a storm of voices. Here and there in the pushing, jostling crowd, someone waved a copy of a newspaper bearing a drawing of a dolphin and a grotesque figure that seemed to be part fish, part human. As Mr. Cherrybottom and the brigadier made a way for her through the crowd, she tussled with the unfamiliar bulk of the skirts she wore and caught snatches of what they were saying:

Could she really breathe underwater like a fish? Where did the dolphins take her? How did she say “I love you” in dolphinese? And—surely she hadn’t heard right—a request that she show them her “tail”!

It was unsettling to say the least, and her first coherent thought, once they were safely inside the Gothic dignity of the Athenaeum Hall, was that she was glad that Nana hadn’t had to run that awful gauntlet with them. Her second was bewilderment that those pushy people seemed to think her work was somehow linked to a bizarre mythological sea creature. And her third was that Mr. Cherrybottom not only seemed to know of that unfortunate connection, he seemed dashed pleased about it. Clearly, there was more here than met the eye.

But she had no chance to quiz the publisher, for at that moment a pair of massive doors at the center of the lobby opened and a reedy older fellow in a dark suit came hurrying out, headed straight for them.

“Miss Ashton?” His pasty face colored with relief at the sight of her. “I was so concerned that you wouldn’t be able to get through that hideous mess outside. Insufferable, these news writers … we’ve had to evict a number of them from the hall already this afternoon. So pleased you’ve gotten through.”

“Sir Hillary Hockstetter, Miss Ashton.” Mr. Cherrybottom introduced the fellow. “General secretary of the Royal Oceanographic Society.”

The fellow took her extended hand with a harried nod, then used it to usher her toward the doors from which he had just emerged. “We’re not quite assembled, as yet. This was our usual dinner meeting and what with hosting those zoological fellows”—he flicked a nervous glance toward the staircase across the lobby, then overhead—“most of our members and guests are still in the dining room, upstairs. If you will just follow me.”

The oak-paneled lecture hall was nothing short of cavernous. Ornately carved oak arches supported a high, vaulted ceiling that enclosed space for well over three hundred seats. Arched windows with accents of stained glass and oak-paneled walls lent a cathedral-like air to the place. Ranks of wooden chairs filled virtually every inch of floor space, all facing a stage draped in dignified gray velvet on the far end of the room. On that stage—awaiting her arrival—were several chairs, a table, an easel, and a speaker’s podium. Celeste’s knees weakened at the sight of it. She followed numbly as the secretary seated her escorts near the back, then led her down a side aisle and up onto the stage.

Did they truly expect to fill all of those chairs? She had spoken numerous times before the fledgling Pevensey Bay Conservancy Society and occasionally before her grandmother’s Atlantean Society. It hadn’t occurred to her that a royal “scientific” society would be comprised of considerably more than just a score or two of individuals. With growing uneasiness, she began to hang her charts and to arrange her equipment on the table for display.

After a few moments a rumble rose at the back of the hall and grew steadily louder. She took refuge in her seat just as the doors flew open and in rushed a garrulous tide of dark-clad, Windsor-tie-wearing humanity. The gentlemen of science. The distinguished fellows of the royal societies.

Her mouth went dry. There were literally hundreds of them.

Her first impulse was to run for her life. Her second was to close her eyes and fight the first impulse. And her third—the one that always came to her rescue—was the urge to seize what had caused her to quail, examine it, experience it, and ultimately make it yield up some sort of benefit. Knowledge, confidence, joy, adventure … her grandfather had taught her there were treasures waiting beyond the forbidding barriers of the unknown. And if there was anything Celeste Ashton loved, it was an adventure with a promise of treasure.

Grappling with the blend of tension and excitement inside her, she watched the royal societies streaming into the hall, and was stunned to realize that they were all men. A veritable tidal wave of men. No, she told herself, these were scientists—real scientists. They shared the same love of learning, pursued the same goal she did … truth. They weren’t so different from her.

But as they shook hands and slapped shoulders and roared greetings at one another, she was struck by the uniformity of their dress—black or charcoal suits, starched collars, and silk ties denoting old school affiliations—and by the preponderance of silver or missing hair among them. In fact, there was only one full head of dark hair in the first several rows of the audience. Her eyes lingered on that head for a moment, registering that it was higher than the others, then moved on. Up from her assembling audience wafted a mélange of scent: stale tobacco, recently imbibed port, a peculiar tart, sweatlike musk, and the occasional whiff of mentholatum. Foreign sounds. Foreign smells.

Her stomach tightened. These might be fellow scientists, but they were also unequivocably men. And just now she had never felt more aware of the fact that she was a woman. The only woman in the room.

Most of the seats were filled by the time the society secretary called the meeting to order. When he welcomed as guests both the fellows of the Royal Zoological Society and their esteemed speaker, every motion and every utterance in the hall stilled.

Celeste took the podium, clutching her notes and a copy of her book, and stared—cotton-mouthed—at several hundred serious male faces. The scattered and desultory applause caused a disconcerting thud in her chest. She sipped from the glass of water on the stand.

“I am honored, indeed, to be asked to address this meeting of two distinguished royal societies. I bring to you a body of observations on the nature and habits of bottlenose dolphins, made over a number of years and in two distinctly different climates and locations.”

She could have sworn she heard someone mutter. “A number of years? She’s scarcely been alive that long.”

Rattled, she glanced at her notes, pretending not to have heard. “Perhaps it would be helpful if I detailed something of how I came to learn about aquatic life. From a very early age, I accompanied my grandfather, Sir Martin Ashton, to the locations of his archaeological fieldwork in the Azores and Canary Islands. While there, I was required to maintain a strenuous daily regimen of studies, but I still frequently found myself with too much time on my hands.”

More mutters. “I’ll say” and “ ’At’s what comes of permissiveness with young females” seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere in particular.

“Our cook was a wonderful Portuguese woman, who took me to the markets with her and introduced me to her brother, a local fisherman. At first, he allowed me to watch him and his crew sort their catch and answered my questions. After a while, he permitted me to help them do the sorting. Before long, I was allowed to accompany them on short fishing trips. It was from that generous and knowledgeable fisherman that I learned the basics of sailing and navigation, the practice of diving, and something about the habits of common commercial fishes. However, when I reached the age of twelve years, I was dry-docked by my grandmother.”

“About time,” and “What was the silly woman thinking—letting the child run wild like that?”

Irritation shot up her spine, straightening it.

“But by that time”—she raised her voice a determined notch—“I knew enough to carry on my investigations from the beaches near the house we had rented. With my grandfather’s advice and support, I began to observe and catalogue the habits of crabs, mussels, starfish, and the numerous fishes in the bay. It was there that I encountered my first dolphin.”

There was a flurry in the third row, and she poured her concentration into her notes and tried to ignore it. It would not, however, be ignored. She had spoken no more than another sentence, when she was interrupted by determined throat clearing. She looked up to find a thickly upholstered older gentleman standing with his arms crossed and his several chins tucked in disapproval.

“Yes?” she said, affecting a graciousness she little felt.

“I believe that I speak for the majority of the members when I say that we are all quite capable of reading of your ‘unique’ personal history for ourselves. What we are truly interested in, young woman, is sorting out just what truth may be gleaned from these published ‘observations’ of yours.”

The secretary’s gasp—“Most irregular”—might have been an echo of the one inside her head.

“I assure you, sir, there will be time for questions,” she responded.

“I should say there will be.” A second silver-haired fellow rose behind the first, tugging down his vest and glancing at the faces about him as if to garner support for his actions. “Answer me this, young woman: do you stand before this august gathering of scientists and assert that you personally have been carried by dolphins to their home, far under the sea?”

“I do not, sir,” she said, surprised by both the question and the tone of accusation. “Nor did I say so in my published observations. All of my dealings with dolphins have taken place in coastal waters of twenty- to thirty-foot depths. I have never stated, nor would I support the notion, that dolphins have a common ‘home’ somewhere beneath the sea. The entire sea is the dolphin’s home.”

A third gentleman rose, farther back in the audience. “You’ve made a great deal of the lascivious and wanton nature of these creatures. As a young woman … how can you be certain that the ‘behaviors’ you supposedly observed between these dolphins were indeed ‘matings’?” There was an eruption of murmurs and half-audible exclamations, which seemed to spur the questioner on. “For that matter … how were you able to determine the gender of these individual dolphins? Is it not perfectly possible that you’ve mistaken other behaviors for courtship and mating? Dominance displays, perhaps …”

Her face flamed in spite of her. All around the hall, the gentlemen scientists were nodding and muttering agreement. Until that moment, it hadn’t occurred to her that her sex or age might have any bearing on the acceptance of her work. She couldn’t have imagined that true men of science would consider her painstaking observations and reporting of dolphin behaviors to be somehow improper or indel—

Indelicate? The heat in her face ignited her pride. They implied she shouldn’t know the very rudiments of reproductive behavior, simply because she was a young woman?

“I am not at all mistaken,” she said, perceiving at last the magnitude of the skepticism she faced. “I am fully acquainted with dolphin physiology, sir, including the reproductive parts. While it is true that determining the gender of a dolphin is not easy, time and patient observation invariably remove all doubt.”

The questioner’s sputter of indignation led yet another wave of negative commentary.

“Positively indecent … immoral …”

“… should be ashamed to admit such in public!”

Suddenly, society members were popping up all over the lecture hall, calling out questions in challenging tones.

“How could you possibly stay under the water long enough to see how dolphins and fish behaved?”

“Why would a decent woman voluntarily subject herself to witnessing such depraved and revolting behavior in animals?”

“If dolphins did have a language, pray, what would the dimwitted creatures have to talk about?”

“Have you no discernment whatsoever … investing these creatures with silly, female notions of romance, and calling it science?”

For every question there were resounding cries of “Hear! Hear!” and a half-dozen quips and comments. Members began heated discussions among themselves, leaving their seats and spilling into the aisles to debate their points. Order and civility were degenerating at an alarming rate. From the back, she could have sworn she heard a slurred: “Hey, m-mermaid—ssshow us yer tail!”

In the midst of the confusion, Sir Hillary appeared at her side, calling futilely for order and civil attendance. But the members’ attention shifted instead to someone sitting in the third row … a younger man … the dark head she had seen towering above the silver ones. Members of both societies were calling on the fellow, urging him to join—or lead—the questioning.

“Here, Thorne, do something! This is your bailiwick—”

At length, he rose, tugged his vest into place, and glanced about him with steely disapproval.

“Gentlemen, please,” the man called in deep tones that had the effect of oil on troubled waters. Quiet spread outward from him like ripples in a pond, until the hall was virtually silent. He turned to the stage with a muscle flexing visibly in his lean jaw.

“Miss Ashton, may I apologize for what may appear to be rudeness on the part of our members? The familiarity of long acquaintance and the dogged pursuit of truth sometimes lead us to overstep the bounds of general decorum.”

She stared at the tall, dark-haired order-bringer, uncertain whether to be irritated or grateful that he had just taken over her lecture. There were no clues to his intentions in his tall, angular frame, his gentlemanly garments, or his cleanly carved features. She took a deep breath and made herself look away.

“I believe I … understand.”

Looking around the lecture hall, she was indeed beginning to understand. She had considered their invitation to speak as an honor, and seen it as a coveted offer of membership in the societies. But, in fact, she had not been summoned here to join; she had been summoned here to account. They had issued her an invitation to an inquisition … for the grave offense of publishing research without the blessing of the holy orders of science: the royal societies.

“Perhaps if I restated a few of the questions I have heard put forward just now,” he said, glancing at the members seated around him, “it would preserve order and make for a more productive exchange.”

She nodded, taking note of the way the others seemed to relax back into their chairs, now that he had taken up their cause. A bad sign, she decided. Despite his handsome smile and mannerliness, her instincts warned that here was no ally. He produced a card from the inner pocket of his coat, studied it for a moment, then looked up with a pleased expression.

“Your writings, miss, raise numerous questions for us scientists. Your methodology, for instance. You state that most of your observations have been made while you were in the water with the creatures, themselves.” As he spoke, he made his way to the end of the row, where the others in the aisle made way for him to approach the front of the stage.

“That is true,” she said, noting uneasily the way the others parted for him.

“If I recall correctly, you stated that you sail or row out into the bay waters, rap out a signal on the hull of your boat, and the dolphin comes to greet you. You then slip into the water with the creature—or creatures, if he has brought his family group—hold your breath, and dive under the water to observe them.”

“That is precisely what happens. Though I must say, it is a routine perfected by extreme patience and long experience. Years, in fact.”

“Just so.” He strolled closer, watching her reactions and measuring her resourcefulness as keenly as she did his. “You further state that some of the male dolphins in your group, including the one you have labeled ‘Prospero,’ are ten to twelve feet in length and weigh three to four hundred pounds.” He paused just to one side of the podium, where he had a clear view of her tailored form. “And how much do you weigh, Miss Ashton?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“It is a pertinent question, I believe. You expect us to believe that you, who must weigh—what?—a hundred pounds, dripping wet—”

“One hundred twenty at least,” she declared furiously.

“Truly. And a formidable one hundred twenty it is.” He shared an indulgent smile with his fellow members, who muttered derisively. “Nevertheless, you must admit to being greatly outsized by even one of these creatures, much less an entire family of them.” He folded his arms and leaned back on one leg, changing directions yet again. “What is the average temperature of the ocean in the vicinity of Pevensey Bay, Miss Ashton?”

“In summer … often sixty-five degrees,” she answered, her mind racing.

“And in winter, at least twenty degrees colder,” he asserted.

“I do not dive in winter, sir. Don’t be preposterous.”

“Yes, please. Let us not be preposterous, Miss Ashton.” His tone sharpened, though he maintained his casual posture. “You expect us to believe you not only call these creatures at will, but that you voluntarily … single-handedly … climb into frigid water with any number of these monstrous large beasts, and that you swim underwater for hours on end to observe them?” He straightened, glancing at the others as he readied his thrust. “That is a great deal indeed to believe on the word of a young woman who has no scientific training and no formal academic background.”

His words struck hard and sank deep. So that was it. She was young and female and intolerably presumptuous to attempt to share her learning and experiences with the world when she hadn’t the proper credentials.

“It is true that I have had no formal academic training. Precious few of my gender have; women are not permitted the luxuries of stipends, tutors, and lectures and examinations at Oxford and Cambridge. But it is patently untrue that I have no scientific training. I studied and worked with my grandfather for years; learning the tenets of reason and logic, developing theoretical approaches, observing and recording.” She stepped out from behind the podium, facing him, facing them all for the sake of what she knew to be the truth.

“There is much learning, sir, to be had outside the hallowed, ivy-covered walls of a university. Experience is a most excellent tutor.”

She saw him stiffen as her words found a mark in him. But a moment later, all trace of that fleeting reaction was gone.

“Very well, Miss Ashton, let us proceed and see what your particular brand of science has produced.” His words were now tightly clipped, tailored for maximum impact. “You observe under-water, do you not? Just how do you see all of these marvels several yards beneath the murky surface?”

“Firstly, ocean water is not ‘murky.’ Anyone who has spent time at the seaside knows that.” She moved to the table and picked up a pair of goggles, “Secondly, I wear these. They are known in sundry forms to divers on various continents. I have reconstructed these particular goggles to improve the seal that keeps out water.” She held up the handmade leather contraption so all could see the glass lenses, then held them out to him. He headed for the steps and in several athletic bounds was oh the stage with her, inspecting the gear firsthand.

She took the goggles back to demonstrate the fit over her eyes. He bent down to investigate, giving a tug with one long finger and finding the apparatus secure against her face. He scowled.

“Very well, it might work. But several obstacles still remain. Air, for instance. How could you possibly stay under the water long enough to have seen all that you report?”

She looked up at him through fiercely narrowed eyes.

“I hold my breath.”

“Indeed? Just how long can you hold your breath, Miss Ashton?”

“Minutes at a time.”

“Oh?” His eyebrows rose. “And what proof do you have?”

“Proof? What proof do you need?” she demanded, her hands curling into fists at her sides. “Shall I stick my head in a bucket for you?”

Laughter skittered through their audience, only to die when he shot them a censuring look. “Perhaps we could arrange an impromptu test of your remarkable breathing ability, Miss Ashton. I propose that you hold your breath—right here, right now—and we will time you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, feeling crowded by his height and intensity. He stood head and shoulders above her and obviously knew how to use his size to advantage in a confrontation.

“It is anything but ridiculous,” he declared. “It would be a demonstration of the repeatability of a phenomenon. Repetition of results is one of the key tests of scientific truth, is it not?”

“It would not be a true trial,” she insisted, but loath to mention why. His silence and smug look combined with derogatory comments from the audience to prod it from her. “I am wearing a ‘dress improver,’ ” she said through clenched teeth, “which restricts my breathing.”

“Oh. Well.” He slid his gaze down to her waist, allowing it to linger there for a second too long. When she glared at him, he smiled. “We can adjust for that by giving you … say … ten seconds?”

Before she could protest, he called for a mirror to detect stray breath. None could be found on such short notice, so, undaunted, he volunteered to hold a strip of paper beneath her nose to detect any intake of air. The secretary, Sir Hillary, was drafted as a timekeeper and a moment later she was forced to purge her lungs, strain her corset to take in as much air as possible, and then hold it.

Her inquisitor leaned close, holding that fragile strip of paper, watching for the slightest flutter in it. And as she struggled to find the calm center into which she always retreated while diving, she began to feel the heat radiating from him … the warmth of his face near her own … the energy coming from his broad shoulders. And she saw his eyes, mere inches from hers, beginning to wander over her face. Was he purposely trying to distract her? Her quickening pulse said that if he was, his tactic was working. To combat it, she searched desperately for someplace to fasten her vision, something to concentrate on. Unfortunately, the closest available thing was him.

Green eyes, she realized, with mild surprise. Blue-green, really. The color of sunlight streaming into the sea on a midsummer day. His skin was firm and lightly tanned … stretched taut over a broad forehead, high cheekbones, and a prominent, slightly aquiline nose. Her gaze drifted downward to his mouth … full, velvety looking, with a prominent dip in the center of his upper lip that made his mouth into an intriguing bow. There were crinkle lines at the corners of his eyes and a beard shadow was forming along the edge of his cheek.

She found herself licking her lip … lost in the bold angles and intriguing textures of his very male face … straining for control and oblivious to the fact that half of the audience was on its feet and moving toward the stage. She had never observed a man this close for this long—well, besides her grandfather and the brigadier. A man. A handsome man. His hair was a dark brown, not black, she thought desperately. And as her chest began to hurt, she fastened her gaze on his eyes and held on with everything in her. This was for science. This was for her dolphins. This was to teach those sea-green eyes a lesson …

The ache in her chest gradually crowded everything but him and his eyes from her consciousness. Finally, when she felt the dimming at the edges of her vision, which spelled real danger, she blew out that breath and then gasped wildly. The fresh air was so intoxicating that she staggered.

A wave of astonishment greeted the news that she had held her breath for a full three minutes. All she could think was that it seemed an eternity. Waving off an offer of smelling salts and the suggestion that she “have a lie-down,” she collected her composure and turned again to her inquisitor.

“Are you now satisfied that I am capable of holding my breath during underwater activity?” she demanded, still breathing hard.

“Very well. We must give you that.” He stepped back, his countenance dark. “But there is still the matter of swimming.” His gaze slid over her in blunt assessment. “How could a young woman of such delicate frame and constitution possibly keep up with such large creatures in their own element?”

“I swim exceedingly well,” she declared hotly. “And when I must dive or cover distance quickly, I grab onto a dorsal fin and ride along. Dolphins are quite accommodating in that regard.”

Argument broke out throughout the hall on the plausibility of “riding along” on a dolphin. But the intensity of the debate meant that at least some of her audience were ready to give her words credence. The faces of those clustered around the stage and those standing on chairs to see over them were flushed, animated, eager. Somewhere between answering questions and holding her breath, she had made some of them believe her observations were possible.

“Very well.” Her inquisitor tugged down his vest. “Given that you could actually perform such observations in the sea … we must turn to the substance of these ‘investigations.’ You maintain that these dolphins come to your signal … like dogs to their master.”

“I am hardly their master, sir, but they do come. Sound carries well under water, and they are very swift.”

“As quick as you are with your answers?” His smile owed nothing to good humor. “You have studied this particular group of dolphins for some time now and have even given them names. How is it, Miss Ashton, that you can tell one dolphin from another under-water?”

“Each dolphin has its own identifying characteristics. Some are darker, some lighter; some are thinner, some fatter”—she gestured to their audience—“just as humans come in varying sizes and shapes. In addition, some bear rake marks from other dolphins or scars from encounters with predators. And, of course, each dolphin has its own individual character. Some are bold and curious, some are too shy to approach humans, some are mischievous, some are annoying … just like certain humans.” Her scowl left no doubt as to just which human she had in mind.

“Ah-ha!” He stepped closer, towering over her, forcing her to bend her head back in order to continue meeting his gaze. “Therein lies one of the prime flaws in your work  … this annoying tendency to attribute human qualities to these creatures. You would have us believe that these creatures are little more than humans in costume … thinking, playing, helping each other, courting one another—” He straightened with a look so smug her palm itched to smack it. “You present your work in such cloying, anthropomorphic prose that it is impossible to separate reality from your romantic imaginings.”

“My romantic—” The words stuck halfway out, burning her throat.

“Although calling it ‘romantic’ might be putting too polite a face on it,” he muttered, then once again raised his voice so all could hear. “Science is the collection of facts in the revelation of truth, Miss Ashton. Repeatable, verifiable facts. Your work reads more like daydreams. And daydreams—especially a mermaid’s daydreams—are not subject to scientific verification.”

Mermaid’s daydreams. His words echoed about the hall like the sound of a gavel falling … as if she had just been found guilty and sentenced to a life outside the hallowed halls of science.

Snatches of the news writers’ questions as they arrived and Edgar Cherrybottom’s declaration that she was the Lady Mermaid came rushing back to her. Her grand inquisitor knew about the unfortunate title that had been bestowed on her in the common press. She looked at the troubled and expectant faces around her. They all did, and it fed their outrage that a young woman aspired to some sort of intellectual accomplishment, to a scientific endeavor. The connection went beyond just a sketch in a penny newspaper; it had gone so far as to prejudice them against her work and even now was threatening everything she hoped to do with her life.

For a moment she wavered, feeling beset and uncertain. How did she fight something as amorphous as an idea of what a young woman should or shouldn’t do, or a crude, ridiculous image printed in a newspaper?

As she shrank from the horror and humiliation of it, she again ran headlong into the core of her grandfather’s determined teachings. “Fear is a coward,” he had always said. “Take it by the tail and it will flee for its life, every time.” Slowly, she squared her shoulders. There might not be much she could do about the wretched newspapers, but she was not about to go meekly into scholarly exile because of their lies. She seized the outer layers of her fashionable skirts and yanked them aside as she advanced on him.

“Who are you to dismiss my work because of the scratching of news writers and the dribbles from cartoonists’ pens?” She was virtually nose to nose with him before he finally yielded and backed a step. “My observations can be verified.” She poked his chest furiously with one finger. “And I challenge you, sir, to be the one to verify them!”

Without time to consider fully the idea forming in her head, she was at the mercy of her instincts. And just now her instincts were telling her that there was only one way to repair the damage to her scholarly reputation: she had to prove to the royal societies’ leading skeptic that her work was genuine and make him publicly confirm her findings.

“What? Me?” He gave a twist of a smile that said what he thought of her challenge. “Don’t be absurd. It is impossible to verify anecdotal evidence.”

“Ahhh!” She inched closer and he backed another step. “But you can see the dolphins with your own eyes … watch me interact with them … swim with them yourself. As you said, the ability of another researcher to repeat results is the keystone of good science. You can repeat my experiences with the dolphins yourself and write about them. That will be all the verification I need.”

A storm of controversy broke around them. Arguments pitched back and forth, some vehemently for and some furiously against her proposal. But the gentlemen scientists soon came to see that there was no other way to settle the matter. Gradually they registered support for the idea; advising, urging, and then insisting that he accept the challenge of ferreting out the truth about the “mermaid” and her dolphins, once and for all. Celeste noted with rising spirits that the more they insisted, the more unsettled her inquisitor looked.

“I cannot possibly take the time, not with the new term mere weeks away.” He glanced around at the sea of faces ringing the stage and clogging the nearby steps. “Someone else will surely have to—”

“Nonsense!” a voice called from the rear. He looked genuinely startled, pivoted, and faced a genteel, bespectacled gentleman making his way to the edge of the stage. “You needn’t worry about the coming term, my boy. Sir Mercer can take your lectures and I shall be pleased to meet your tutorials.”

Titus Thorne stared in ill-cloaked dismay as the head of his college paused at the apron of the stage, beaming cooperation and largesse. He had no idea that Sir Parthenay had intended to come to London for this meeting. And what was the old boy doing—insisting that he get involved even deeper in this mermaid nonsense? Before he could think of a rebuttal—

“Excellent,” she said with a vengeful glint in her eye. “Then there are no impediments to your spending time at my home, learning about dolphins and confirming my findings. A fortnight should do.”

He was caught. Like a flounder in a dragnet.

“Furthermore, I think it should be agreed that when you have verified my work,” she continued, “you will publish a detailed confirmation in the Oceanographic Society’s quarterly journal.”

“Oh, absolutely,” Sir Hillary declared, nodding eagerly.

“Absolutely not!” Titus erupted, then had to scramble for a plausible reason for his objection. “The society’s journal is for the publication of original research, not verification of results already announced elsewhere.”

“I could publish them as an addendum to Miss Ashton’s book!” When they turned to see who had spoken, a ruddy-faced Edgar Cherrybottom was pushing his way through the crowd on the steps. “I am Miss Ashton’s publisher—I would welcome the chance to present the public with a scholarly review and endorsement of her work.”

“Capital!” Sir Parthenay put his stamp of approval on the scheme.

“That assumes there is anything to review and verify.” Titus turned a scathing look on Sir Parthenay, who merely rocked up and down on his toes, looking rather pleased at the turn of events.

“Oh, I can promise, you’ll have plenty to write about, Professor … You have the advantage of me, sir,” Miss Ashton declared, with a look in her eyes that warned it would be the last time such a thing would happen. “My credibility as a researcher has just been placed in your hands, and I do not even know your name, much less your qualifications for judging my work.”

“Oh— Thorne.” Sir Hillary hurriedly stepped in to make the introduction. “Professor Titus Thorne. The chair in ichthyology at Cardinal College, Oxford.”

Her eyes glinted briefly, then she turned aside and began to
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