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            ABOUT SAILOR’S JEWEL

          

        

      

    

    
      What you don't see can hurt you.

      As Rhoe sets out on a trip on the luxurious ocean liner, she expects to spend a pleasant week reading, talking at length to her brother Cyrus, and quietly enjoying herself. When she returns to Albion, she'll be taking up a new and demanding job at the Temple of Healing.

      Hugh has been aboard ships half his life, finding his sea legs isn't the problem. But since his father died and his much older half-brother inherited the shipping line, he's not sure where he fits or what his role could be. This trip, he's working to smooth things along for the first class passengers, making sure they have a memorable and delightful voyage.

      Of course, the sea has her own mysteries. Something is moving in the deeps, scaring off the pelagic mermaids and other ocean life. Rhoe, Hugh, Cyrus, and others must work together to find out why and bring everyone safely to shore.
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        * * *

      

      Join Rhoe and Hugh for practical conversations, the mysteries of the ocean depths, the glamour of a luxury liner, and of course more than a little magic.

      Sailor's Jewel is a romance of 84,000 words set in the magical community of Great Britain in 1901 with a happily-ever-after ending.
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          WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 6, 1901 ABOARD THE MOONSTONE

        

      

    

    
      Rhoe had claimed the more comfortable of the chairs in the sitting room. Cyrus was making a full inspection of the space, peering into cupboards and drawers, then out the surprisingly sizable window. These four rooms - two sleeping rooms, the sitting room, the bathing room - would be their home for the next six days, until they landed in Boston.

      There was no use rushing her brother. That never ended well. And honestly, she preferred him diligently attentive to his safety - and hers - even if she would far rather get the conversation she knew was coming over with. He would be thorough, and he would talk to her in his own good time. The only immediate question was whether she should go get a book from her trunk, or whether he’d be done in a few minutes.

      There was certainly plenty for her to look at. The Moonstone was one of the most recently refitted of the Pelagius liners. It was in all ways decidedly better proportioned than the few previous liners Rhoe had travelled on. She had been afraid this trip would be more like those, squeezing along narrow spaces around furniture, or through doors that never quite opened all the way.

      That was not the case at all here. The sitting room was more than generously sized, with space for a sofa and two matching chairs with side tables. Their steward had noted that all of the furniture was fully charmed to prevent objects sliding along the surfaces except in the roughest of seas. The bathing room had the latest enhancements in filtering and heating sea water for baths or showers. The heat and cooling were supposed to be just as efficient, though Rhoe assumed they’d care a great deal more about the heat, given it was the beginning of November.

      The Pelagius family had risen to prominence in the last century as one of the great shipping families of Albion. Unlike a few of the others, they had made a point of improving their ships with the best comforts - and the best safety record. This was one of the occasional voyages that would be solely magical folk, but she understood the ships were much in demand for the much larger non-magical community. Those travellers might not know why the engines were efficient but quieter, why there were fewer incidents at sea, or why the journey was smoother, but they certainly appreciated the results and rewarded them.

      The comforts were nothing to sneeze at either. She knew this must be one of the finest suites, but it was entirely impressive. The furniture here was upholstered in a deep sea-green that would echo the ocean beautifully. Her own room was in shades of a soothing deep blue. And her brother’s room was wood panelled with fittings of Council purple, that particular shade of Tyrian purple that had come down through from Phoenicia to Rome to Albion.

      She wondered idly if they kept a room decorated just so in case a member of the Council were travelling. You couldn’t tell with the Pelagius kin: they had a reputation for doing a given thing for five reasons and never talking about at least three of them.

      The fittings were as comfortable as they were beautiful, which was not always the way that went. The bed had been comfortable to sit on, well padded. The chair she was in now was broad, sturdy, and well-sprung, and well-proportioned for her shorter legs. She might not exactly wish to be making this journey, but at least she would be comfortable while she did it.

      Finally, Cyrus turned to her. “So, shall we get the tedious part out of the way?”

      Rhoe grinned at him. “Obligation before pleasure, as always?”

      He sketched a bow and came to settle on the end of the sofa nearest her, tucking one ankle across his knee. She read his actions as quickly as she knew he read hers. Informality, then, and he was making every effort to make it clear he was on her side. “You know Mother and Father don’t approve of you taking final vows as a priestess and Healer.”

      “They have been clear about that. At length. Considerable length.” She had been lectured every chance they could get for the preceding six weeks.

      “It’s not the healing they object to, you know that.” Cyrus didn’t seem ruffled by it, but Rhoe sighed. Apparently, they would have to at least go through the motions. She did not expect their parents ever to understand, but she had hoped for better from her brother. She was a grown woman, thirty-three, unlikely to marry, and quite capable of making her own choices by every rule and custom of Albion. Healers of her skill and ability were rare: it gave her a tremendous amount of freedom in some ways, while being a narrow path in others. That part didn’t trouble her, she’d have taken that road anyway.

      “No. They object to the idea of my taking religion seriously. That I might set aside family as my primary concern. The family in general, the idea of marrying or having children in specific.” Rhoe shrugged. “And you heard the argument about names. The many, repeated arguments.”

      “They don’t like the idea of you separating from the family.” Cyrus spread his hands out. “Smythe-Clive is not the most ancient of family names, but the roots are deep.”

      “It’s the logical inconsistency I object to. If I married, I would pass out of the family and into some other. I am doing that same thing, except I am not going to a family, but to the Temple of Healing. Who will get my best, so long as I am breathing. Which, of course, they’ve been getting since I apprenticed, so it’s not like that should be a shock to anyone who’s been paying any attention at all.” Rhoe kept her voice even.

      Cyrus shook his head. “You know they don’t understand it. They’re proud of you, having the gift for healing you do. The fact you’ve helped me more than once hasn’t hurt anything. But they think it’s something that should be - hoarded is the wrong word. But shared only after thought.” That their parents had produced two children so committed to the common good over the family was, admittedly, a puzzle.

      “Healing is like wildflowers. You send them out in the world, and they grow and grow, and you have more. Or perhaps like mint, taking over everything it can.” Rhoe was very certain of this. Even more certain than she was of the religious commitments she would be making, whether or not her family approved.

      “You know I’ve been busy. Explain the - why you want to make the priestess oaths, not just your Healer’s oaths.” Cyrus was being fair, at least. Asking to hear her out, rather than assuming he knew all about it.

      Rhoe gathered her arguments, feeling the threads of them coil around her hand. “Mother and Father don’t understand the structure of the Temple of Healing, fundamentally. There are the Healers, with specialities. The heart, the lungs, the head, all that sort of thing. The surgeons, they usually also train with non-magical doctors. Bones, skin.” She waved a hand. “That’s only part of healing.”

      “An important part, but you are right that ‘temple’ implies you’re not just treating the body.” Cyrus nodded.

      “Inherent in the name, yes. All of us make our oaths to someone. For most people, it’s a mild consideration, based on their speciality or focus. But there are also those who have made a particular commitment to a god or goddess. To Christ, to Asclepius, to Apollo, to any number of less well-known powers of healing. There are certain roles at the Temple that only go to people who have made those commitments.”

      “And you’re interested in one of those, then?” Cyrus waved a hand. “You’ve talked about different treatments you’ve worked on, over the years. But you haven’t seemed to make a specialty of any one of those bits of the body, as it were.”

      “Always said you were observant.” Rhoe snorted, and Cyrus grinned at her before she went on. “I turn out to be, well, a particular kind of generalist. What I really want to do is take charge of the healing baths. That’s a role that must be held by a sworn priest or priestess. Usually a priestess.”

      “That makes a fair bit of sense. And so you - how long have you been thinking about this?”

      “How long have I known that’s what I wanted to do, or how long have I wanted to swear to Belisama?” Rhoe had known it would come to this question, and she would not prevaricate with her brother. Once he asked half of the question, she had known she would need to tell him the whole answer.

      Cyrus blinked several times, the expression he always had when he was rapidly reevaluating a situation. “I gather they have a different answer, then.” Oh, she’d got him well and good, she knew him, and she could tell that he was entirely unsure what to make of this now.

      “That the baths are where my talents can best be used? Three years. The priestess currently in charge is within a couple of years of retiring to her temple. They pick their successors, it’s not a matter of seniority. Omens and whispers from the gods and their conscience, in some proportion. People being people, there are - some choices that get more attention than others, though.”

      “And if it’s not you?” It figured he’d be circling around the much more complicated question.

      “Then I will still be working in the baths, helping heal people, body, mind, and soul. All of them. The cup and what it holds, what makes us unique and individual. We need to know both parts.” Rhoe was certain of this. She’d been certain since the first time she’d gone to the baths as part of her apprenticeship, down into the spaces under the main temple. Everything was possible, in those candle and charm-lit spaces, in the quiet, where the water washed bodies clean and there was nothing to interfere with the soul’s part of the healing.

      “You’ve practised that explanation.” Cyrus noted with amusement. “Well-made.” She nodded her head, appreciating the compliment. Cyrus himself was a tremendous public speaker, and she’d learned a great deal from watching him talk people round to his ideas. “And how long have you wanted to devote yourself to Belisama?”

      “Since I was seven, and we were at Great-Aunt Imogen’s, up by the River Ribble.”

      “I was mostly concerned with the salmon in it, I remember.” Cyrus tilted his head, trying to figure out why her experience had been so different from his. “Was it something specific, there?”

      “You were off doing something, looking for frogs or foxes or whatever. I was on the picnic blanket, and Nanny had gone back to the house for more embroidery thread. I fell asleep, and I had a dream. It wasn’t the silly things people put in books, with someone who’s clearly a goddess telling you to go do something specific.”

      She glanced at him to make sure he was following. “It was a - there was light, and the sound of someone at a forge, but it was more than that. A village, everyone doing their part, sharing what they did and what they had. I remember going over to the well, and pulling up a bucket, and it was the sweetest water I’ve ever tasted. It wasn’t just the taste, but it made me feel glorious. Beautiful, shining, elegant.”

      The things she didn’t often feel at any other time. Even as a child, she had known she was short, unfashionably shaped, and not conventionally beautiful by any current standard. She was built on a model more of Rubens than the new Edwardian era.

      Cyrus nodded again, leaning forward but not interrupting her.

      “When I turned around, there was a woman. She didn’t say anything. She certainly didn’t look like a goddess. She looked a bit like that portrait of Great-great-great-grandmother, the one with her hair down, in the gallery?” Cyrus certainly knew the one. More pastoral than anything else. “I just remember feeling welcome. At ease.”

      Rhoe shrugged slightly. “Years later, in Ritual class, at school, there was another - something like that. And then another.” She wouldn’t try to explain those. They didn’t go into words at all well. “And my last year at school, I did a project on her, trying to figure out what it meant.”

      “Decades in the making, then.” Cyrus had decided. His voice had the crispness it had once he’d set himself on his chosen course. “Mother and Father wouldn’t understand any of that, though I’m sure you’ve told them enough. I don’t understand it either, but I don’t need to understand it to back you. Consider this the firm talking to I am supposed to give you, take it as read, and we will have a delightful trip of it, then. You let me know how you want me to play it with them. And here, this week.”

      “Will you call me Rhoe?” It was the last essential question.

      “Is that the name you’re taking?” Cyrus leaned forward. “It means - river, or perhaps flowing?”

      Rhoe snorted. His Greek was excellent, as always. “It does.”

      “I have rather a lot of time spent calling you Alexandra,” he pointed out. “I may slip, and I apologise in advance. But...” He took a breath, squaring his shoulders. “Rhoe you shall be.” It wasn’t just about the name, the promise he had just made. It was about everything.

      Rhoe reached out a hand for him. “Brother mine.” she agreed.

      He hesitated. “There’s something I should tell you about, before we go out and meet our fellow passengers.”
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      Rhoe raised her eyebrow. “Well, that’s certainly an ominous way to change the topic.” She looked him up and down, trying to decide what it was about.

      Cyrus offered a slight smile, so it couldn’t be entirely bad. “Council business.”

      “Oh, well, in that case. What are you permitted to tell me?” There was so much he wasn’t. She’d patched him up more than once after something that had left him with his magic tainted with burning ashes and smoke or the sharp tang after a lightning bolt struck far too nearby. He never explained what he’d got into, in those evenings where he turned up at her flat without warning.

      He leaned back, steepling his hands. Nothing too difficult, she thought. Or he wouldn’t be handling it like this. She couldn’t play the games of power and influence like he could, but she certainly knew how to read the room. And her brother in specific. “In the safe is a gem, known as the Sailor’s Jewel. A sizable aquamarine.” He glanced over as if testing her to see what she made of that tiny amount of information.

      Rhoe tumbled that around in her head. “Some people rely on it for poisons.” Start with the easy part at least for her. “Please don’t.”

      That made her brother snort and shake his head. “Shan’t, no.”

      “There’s a lot of lore about them and ocean travel. Blessings of Poseidon and all that. But this is a perfectly safe liner, excellent record.” She tilted her head, rummaging through the bits and pieces she’d heard over the years. “Love. There're some connections to Venus and Aphrodite. I had a fascinating conversation with someone about that once.”

      A former courtesan, long since married and quite happily, who gave credit in both endeavours to a particular aquamarine piece. “But isn’t there also something about scrying? Oracular divination? Some article by, who was it, Phoebus Montague, five years ago?”

      Cyrus threw his head back and laughed. “The things that stick in your head. That last one, he talked about this stone. It’s used to anchor interactions between different places, but it must be attuned to stones in those other places. So a trip to America, for a stone that’s anchored in Boston. And then, sometime after, out to South America, and probably Australia.”

      “Not somewhere in Africa?”

      “Already done, in Alexandria. And Bombay, in India” He shrugged. “That wasn’t me. It’s not a difficult job. Take it and make the proper introductions to the other stones. Fourth year Ritual classes do harder things.”

      “Not one of my better skills, so I’m glad it’s you. And that’s why we don’t need to be there terribly long, yes?”

      “Exactly. Five days. Three weeks in transit, total, give or take. And then you can go off and - do you have to move to the Temple?”

      Rhoe nudged his arm. “That’s why I took the flat I did three years ago, you. Nicely convenient to Temple Square, and there’s a side door into the garden from the alley off my street.”

      It made her brother lean back and peer at her. “How long have you been planning that, then?”

      She just smiled and shook her head. “If you get it right, I’ll tell you.” He’d be happier with something to puzzle over, even if it didn’t have the sort of high stakes he preferred. “So, how do we handle the social things?”

      “That’s up to you. You can be my reclusive spinster sister, seen ethereally wafting along the promenade in a veil, or at least a very large hat.”

      As he’d intended, it was her turn to laugh. He always did know how to do that to her. “I do not waft ethereally anywhere. What’s the public excuse for your trip?”

      “How about the truth or near enough. You’re about to make additional commitments to the Temple of Healing, you won’t be able to take time off for a longer trip for a while. We took the chance while we could, with the encouragement of our parents.”

      Telling the truth had a certain novelty to it. Not that Rhoe lied - it soured her magic, even the little cordial social lies. But she had become even more exquisitely skilled at not telling the whole truth than her family’s usual standard. There were quite a few things in her life that weren’t anyone else’s business, including various things learned from working with patients.

      “That will do. And you squiring your younger sister around, then?” She hesitated for a moment. “Someone’s going to set their cap for you. More than one someone. Do you want me to be obligingly difficult?”

      “Obligingly to me, yes. If you can.” Cyrus looked off to his left, out the window to the ocean. They could still see land, but more in a gesture at what land was than any detail. “I know I ought to remarry, certainly Mother and Father wish I would. But not to someone who’d press herself on me for all the wrong reasons.” He’d been lucky enough to love his late wife, Tanith. Rhoe would never tell him that was part of why marriage had not appealed. If she couldn’t have something like they had, she wasn’t sure she wanted to go to the effort.

      “Power. Money. Both.” Rhoe nodded. “Usual signals?”

      Cyrus nodded. “The originals.” They’d worked out a series of them, long ago, during her debut, when either of them needed rescuing. His wrist must be doing better, then, he’d had an odd injury last year that meant they’d switched to an alternate set that was more awkward in close quarters. Not that he’d explained how he’d hurt himself. “Shall we, then?” He pushed himself upright.

      Rhoe nodded and reclaimed her hat, pinning it in place with a precisely anchored hatpin. Once they were out in the hallway, he offered her his arm and swept her up to the promenade deck.

      The other passengers in first class had begun to gather, eyeing each other. The first hours on board - like the first hours in any of the spas or first-class hotels - were a matter of people jostling for status and attention. Or at least the people who cared about those things did. Rhoe, on the other hand, kept an eye out for the people who didn’t. They were often vastly more interesting.

      She had glanced at the printed passenger list left in their suite by the steward. She recognised the family names, of course. There were a smattering of people she’d been at school with, but no one she knew well.

      There were no other Healers, which was a tad unusual, given a hundred and twenty-five or so in first class and several hundred more in second. On one hand, it made her less sure of finding intelligent conversation. On the other hand, she wouldn’t have to duck people who were sure they were right about her particular areas of interest. Whenever she made an appearance at social events, the senior Healers always wanted to show off their expertise, and presumed they knew more about her work than she did. She’d begun to make a hobby of spotting their errors and later in the conversation bringing up something that didn’t fit with their assumptions. A matter of fact tone and smile tended to leave them blinking.

      Looking around, she could spot the usual types quickly. A woman perhaps a dozen years older than Rhoe, wearing widow’s blacks, with a young woman beside her. A daughter, Rhoe was fairly sure, on her first trip, from the way she was looking around. What must be a professor and his wife - he was all over tweeds, though it seemed an odd time of year for an academic to be travelling. What had to be newlyweds on honeymoon, the way she was clutching at the man’s arm and pointing. The usual set of soberly clad men in business suits, talking earnestly to each other.

      As they nodded and smiled at others in passing, they gave everyone a good chance to get a look at them. Most people correctly assumed they were siblings - their faces were too much alike for anything else. Same striking dark hair, same sharp chin and nose, though it looked rather better on Cyrus. Their heights were rather different, though, as she was a good six inches shorter. And, of course, notably more curved, any place a person could be curved. Cyrus also dressed better, wearing the day robes like they were as comfortable as pyjamas.

      She had worn a liberty bodice since she was twenty, when she refused to ever put on a corset again. But even she had to admit that the aesthetic dress she favoured had a tendency to look frumpy compared to the sleekly tailored lines of every other woman visible. They had their puffs of fabric in the places fashion demanded it, but the rest of the silhouette was precisely shaped and limited.

      The woman who strolled onto the promenade a moment later made everyone look dowdy. Her blonde hair was up in an elaborate setting with gleaming hair combs, and her dress was a brilliant peacock green that might have been chosen to complement the warm brown of the wood panelling behind her. Rhoe thought her to be in her late twenties.

      She was accompanied by an equally elegant Afghan, trotting along beside her, long hair waving. She handed the dog’s leash off to an older, mousier woman, who had been trailing behind her, and then turned to beam at the assembled people. Cyrus cleared his throat in Rhoe’s ear. “Lady Jenifry Alton. Lady in her own right, inherited an estate in Suffolk. Married to her third husband, but he never travels.”

      “Any particular concerns?”

      “If I were her husband, I’d have some. The previous two died a year or two into the marriage. Both older men, of course. The usual jokes about hearts giving out.” Which might be all sorts of things, and they both knew it. Some innocent enough, and others not.

      “Remember what I said about aquamarines, then.” They watched Lady Jenifry sweep through introductions with several small groups, including a trio of couples who had come up the stairs from the lower deck. Good friends all, she suspected, the way they were already cheerfully enjoying the trip. And the alcohol, judging by the fact their glasses were only a third full.

      Lady Jenifry kept her greetings very brief. Then the woman swept off to the next group, as if no one were good enough to hold her attention for long.

      By the time she turned in their direction, Rhoe was at least ready. It would be the brief comment to her, the lack of recognition, the slight sniff of dismissal. Lady Jenifry would not be outright rude to her, in case it might put Cyrus off. This was the sort of woman who would want his attention at supper, even if she couldn’t induce him to anything more. “Council Member! We are honoured, then.”

      Cyrus bent to kiss her hand, the proper kiss in the air. “Lady Jenifry. My sister, Healer Rhoe Smythe-Clive.” Bless him, he said the new name as smoothly as if he’d used it all her life.

      Lady Jenifry sniffed slightly. “A Healer.”

      Rhoe smiled pleasantly. A fair number of people of that social class of leisure weren’t sure what to make of her. Healing was a noble profession, and certainly a necessary one. But there were people - both women and men - who thought that anyone of their social class working for a living was entirely beyond the pale. “A pleasure.” she said, cheerfully. “I’m at the Temple of Healing in Trellech.”

      “Do escort me around, Council Member. I’m sure your sister can spare you for a few teeny minutes?”

      “You are travelling on your own, then?” Cyrus did not, exactly, offer his arm yet. “Rhoe, at your pleasure?” That bit of code meant he was fine with it, for the moment, but come rescue him if it went on too long.

      She smiled again, genially. “I’m enjoying looking out at the ocean. Come find me for tea.” That would be anywhere from a quarter hour to three quarters from now, and he grinned suddenly, at the range it gave him.

      “Oh, my companion.” Lady Jenifry waved a hand without looking back at where the mousy woman stood with her dog. And without providing a name. Companions did not count entirely as independent people to women like her, clearly. Cyrus nodded and offered her his arm, escorting her off to the other side of the promenade deck. It left Rhoe alone to take in the rest of the crowd.

      Rhoe had been standing there for a minute or two when the professor’s wife approached. Rhoe took in the clothes. Her travelling dress was smartly made, but not in the most fashionable of colours. Rather than the more common pale beige or cream, it was a deep green that flattered her darker brown hair.  They must have some private income, but she suspected travelling in first class was a particular treat for them. “Pardon, but you were standing on your own, and we can be a little informal, aboard, can’t we?” Her husband trailed along after her, looking more out at the ocean than where he was going. “I’m Ilune Merton, this is my husband Ferdinand.”

      The professor extended his hand. “Ferdinand Merton, professor of oekology.” Rhoe let him take her hand, and he surprised her by shaking it rather than kissing it. He nodded at her dress. “I presume you don’t necessarily favour the ridiculous social pleasantries? That’s why my wife was intrigued.”

      Perhaps she might find intelligent conversation about her professional fields of interest after all. “Oekology?” she inquired. “People must ask you often, I beg your pardon.”

      Professor Merton was beaming now, clearly the sort of person who liked making that explanation. “An uncommonly used term, about the relationship between individuals, communities, and the environment.” He swept an arm out toward the ocean. “I am particularly interested in coastal populations, of both people and beasts. On sabbatical this term, but we were kept in Albion by our daughter’s poor health.”

      “Oh, I do hope she’s recovering, then.” Rhoe considered. “I’m a Healer, at the Temple in Trellech. I’d be glad to make some suggestions if it would be a help.” That was something she didn’t usually say, but there was something in the way he spoke about his daughter that made her more than willing to offer.

      “She’s in her twenties,” Ilune Merton said. “But you must be on holiday? I’d not mind a chance to discuss later, if you don’t mind? Make sure we’re not missing something? But not right now, surely we all have far more immediate things to tend to?”

      Rhoe smiled at that, liking these two a great deal already. There was something delightfully unpretentious about them. Both of them smiled readily and generously, not the tight little social smiles that moved the mouth but not the eyes.

      “Your specialty, in healing?” Professor Merton was considering her, thoughtfully.

      “When I return to Albion, I’ll be making my commitments as a Healer in the sacred baths. I’ll be helping to tend the people who use them, and figure out which will suit their needs.” It still felt a fragile thing to say, but the only thing left to do before she could begin that work was her oath.

      “And up ‘til now?” Rhoe was amused, it was a bit like the oral examinations she’d been made to take as part of her training. Coming from the professor, though, it felt engaging, like he was honestly curious.

      “A range of positions, but most recently dealing with infectious diseases. Besides the regular work, I was assisting with some research with the alchemists about preventatives and various cleansing potions, to reduce the spread of infection. Most satisfying work.”

      “Oh, that must have been terrifying. Knowing people had illnesses you might catch.”

      Rhoe shrugged slightly. “We took excellent precautions, and good charmwork goes a long way. It would be a far better world if we had more ways to prevent more of the worst illnesses through vaccination, though. There are still too many needless deaths.”

      Ilune Merton seemed about to say something, when a small child - about six - came barrelling through the various people, upsetting a tea table and causing all manner of chaos.
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      Now that they were well underway, Hugh had made the initial circuits of the ship, pausing on each deck to listen to how things were going. The stewards were delivering the luggage and seeing to the unpacking. He’d stopped briefly down in steerage, nodding with approval at how well things were being handled.

      Unlike too many other ships he’d been on, the air smelled fresh and clean, and the wood floors had been freshly scrubbed. As he walked through, he could see the single women and single men settling into their larger shared cabins. He also heard the conversations from the berths for married couples and families tucked between the larger spaces.

      Working his way up, he’d gone through the second class gallery, stopping in his own room to change into more formal clothing. Brushing his hair back, he made his way up to the promenade deck. Savouring his last few minutes of anonymity, he went first to the bridge, waiting politely at the door for the Captain’s attention.

      It took only half a minute before one of the bridge crew alerted the captain. When the man turned around he was all smiles, but Hugh knew this was a delicate moment.

      “Master Pelagius, welcome to the Moonstone. This is your first trip on her? We’re well away and under steam.”

      Hugh grinned suddenly. “Oh, I did two trips down in the engine room. Father’s orders, but that was a good ten years ago, early on in her travels. Before you were captain, certainly. Mostly, I made myself useful and tried not to get in the way.” He offered his hand. “What can I do to be of help to you this trip?”

      This was the delicate part. His half-brother Ockham was the majority owner of the line, the chosen heir of their father. Hugh was still finding his place in the business, or rather what place he wanted to claim. And more importantly, how that fit with Ockham’s plans. Claiming the appropriate amount of authority and influence without overstepping was a constant challenge, and one Hugh struggled with.

      That struggle apparently didn’t show at the moment. Captain Melcott shook his hand heartily, looking suddenly relieved. “I’m glad to hear you say that.”

      Hugh waved his hand. “I am here to be charming with our first-class passengers, and help handle any difficulties outside your scope for the others. And learn how things go from this side of things. I’ve done trips in the purser’s office, most recently, or assisting the senior steward.”

      “We have quite a few notable passengers this trip, so another hand with the social pleasantries would be quite the thing, actually. Nothing too out of the ordinary but there are a lot of them, and several known to stand on their station.”

      Hugh nodded. “I saw the lists. Council Member Smythe-Clive and his sister, Lady Jenifry Alton, that group from the Scali bank. Professor Merton is quite well respected in his field. And there’s the two retired generals.”

      “The Scali men are easy going enough about anything other than banking. There’s a few travelling who Lady Alton might set her sights on for shipboard amusements, at the least. She has a certain reputation.” Captain Melcott inclined his head. Hugh appreciated that he provided the information, but assumed Hugh could handle himself. “You’re rather like her usual target. Though the Council Member is a widower, and a better social catch, the way she’s likely to count it.”

      “What is her goal, then, do you know?”

      “A bit of amusement. But she met her second husband on one of these voyages. People did talk after his death, I heard a bit of a rumour the Guard looked into it, but here she is.” The Captain waved a hand. “To be honest, I did my best to avoid that sort of entanglement, even before I was married.”

      Hugh nodded. “Never know when you’ll see someone again, in very different circumstances.” He, for one, worried about that kind of unpleasantness a lot. Or the possibilities for blackmail.

      Captain Melcott inclined his head in approval and went on. “Two singers - Lily Freeman and Monty Williams. She does rather nicely with art songs, and she’s generously agreed to give a concert during the voyage.”

      “Anyone you expect trouble with?”

      “The purser will have the list of those we know to be card sharps. If you’re able to, circulating through the saloon after dinner would be a help. Especially once people know who you are.”

      “Already introduced myself to the bartender and stewards.” Hugh was very clear on how that worked. It would let them decide how visible he should be, what would be helpful. “Any concerns about the voyage?”

      Melcott turned his head, looking out of the broad windows. “We’re out of iceberg season, so we should be all right. We’re not going full speed, though. One of the engines has been running a little rough...” He let his voice trail off.

      “I know my navigation, but I’ve no mastery of running a ship this size, Captain. And we’ve no need to break speed records this trip.” The Moonstone was recently refitted, in the last year, but her bones were rather older. “Any concerns about anything else?”

      “Have you sailed this route recently, sir? Last three years or so?”

      Hugh shook his head. “I’ve mostly been on the routes to India or South Africa. Once to Brazil.”

      “We’ve had a few more sightings of creatures, out in the open ocean. Generally nothing of concern, but lights in the distance. Sometimes the mermaids basking on the surface, but that’s expected. And not a problem on this voyage, of course.”

      “Fully magical, passengers and crew. No problems with the Pact, no need for glamours on our end. We’ve made the proper offerings, I’m sure?”

      “And will do again when we hit their territory, quite. There’s no need to be rude.” Captain Melcott shifted his hands in the rudimentary sign language used by the pelagic mermaids. It was rather different than the much more nuanced one favoured by the coastal merfolk used to talking to humans on a regular basis. “I’ll have someone come find you when we’re reaching position, if you’d like.”

      “Any time, even middle of the night. That’s precisely the sort of thing I’m supposed to be learning about.”

      Captain Melcott broke into a broad grin. “Well, we should get along fine then.” He didn’t say out loud - didn’t need to - that he’d been worried Hugh would try to take charge of things he had no business making decisions about. “Right, then. Do dine at my table tonight, wherever you end up on future nights.”

      Hugh made a slight bow. “An honour. I’ll let you get back to it.” He withdrew, pleased at how well that had gone. Being the younger half-brother of the owner of the line had a number of challenges. Navigating the changes since his brother had inherited had been tricky, the past two years. But it seemed like the crews were finally settling down into the new expectations.

      Making his way down from the bridge, he glanced around the first class public rooms. He wanted a sense for how people were grouping themselves, before the bell sounded to dress for supper. It wouldn’t be formal tonight, of course, they’d only just set sail, but the women would want to fix their hair and the gentlemen spruce themselves up.

      When everyone assembled in the formal dining room, Hugh made his way to the Captain’s table, nodding amiably at the Captain. The table seated eight, and tonight that included Council Member Smythe-Clive, his sister, Lady Alton, the widowed Mistress Wallace and her daughter Thessaly, and the senior of the Scali bankers, Amadeo Scali. He was travelling on his own without his wife or family. He was well into his sixties, but was looking around amiably rather than scowling. That was promising.

      “Ladies, good evening. Gentlemen.” Hugh bowed slightly, after assisting Lady Alton with her chair. He noticed that Council Member Smythe-Clive had done the same for Mistress Wallace as well as his sister. Hugh took his own seat, as the Captain came to join them. “Captain Melcott, good evening.”

      “A very good evening to you all.” Melcott nodded. “May I introduce Hugh Pelagius, travelling with us to continue learning about the workings of the line. Lady Alton, a pleasure to see you travelling with us again. Healer Smythe-Clive, I don’t believe we’d had the pleasure of your company before.”

      The Healer was a woman not much older than Hugh himself, perhaps mid-thirties. Experienced, certainly. She was dressed in lovely fabrics, but decidedly in the aesthetic mode, in a deep blue that complemented her dark hair. Hugh supposed that must be more practical for a Healer. She smiled. “Do please, call me Rhoe.” It was said evenly, but it was a fascinating shift of power, not expecting people to use her earned title. Certainly not standing on ceremony.

      It did, at least, lead to a general round of introductions and first names, though he was quite sure no one would drop the ‘Lady’ when addressing Lady Jenifry.

      Rhoe’s brother waited until everyone had settled, then added, “And Cyrus or Smythe-Clive, please. Council Member Smythe-Clive is such a mouthful, and this is a family trip, after all.”

      “I hadn’t thought Healers had much opportunity for a long voyage, Rhoe?” That was Euphremia Wallace.

      “Oh, we normally don’t. Quite difficult to get away, and I always find it terribly difficult to leave my patients in other hands, no matter how competent. But I am moving into new responsibilities at the Temple of Healing. My brother pointed out it’s been ages since I’ve had more than a day or two off at a time.”  Rhoe was quite amiable about this, her voice even and just slightly amused, like she was constantly on the edge of laughter. He liked that sound.

      “And you’re going to Boston of all places?” That was Lady Jenifry.

      “There’s a medical collection I’m interested in looking at. We might go down to New York, too. We’ve tickets back on the 20th. I’m quite sure we’ll find some amusements in the week or so in between.”

      “That’s the Citrine, isn’t it?” That was Amadeo Scali. “All the ships in the line are named for stones, I gather?”

      Huge nodded back. “A tradition, for more than 100 years. We’ve re-used names by now, of course, a few times. This is the third Moonstone, actually.”

      “Why stones?” That was Cyrus, who was settled into his meal now. “Or rather, I can think of quite a few possible reasons, and I’m curious which apply.”

      “It does simplify the theme of the decorations, as my aunt says - she’s responsible for that kind of thing. You can see the touches in the public rooms here, the glass insets in the windows, and so on, even though the rest of the panelling is darker.”

      “So yellow accents, for the Citrine, then? What are the other ships at the moment?”

      “Oh, we’ve a baker’s dozen under steam right now, and three more in dry dock for repairs or refitting. But it does give a nice variation.” Hugh ticked off the list, in order of age. “The Spinel, Chalcedony, Lapis, Emerald, Citrine, Opal, Amber, Garnet, Peridot, Carnelian, Amethyst, and Ruby. The Topaz, Pearl, and Sapphire are in for repairs and redecoration.”

      Captain Melcott clapped his hands, amused. “I’m not going to ask how long it took you to learn that - that’s in order of launch, that list of names.”

      Hugh grinned back, broadly. “I actually always found it easier that way? It makes it easier to keep track of which are due to be refitted or at least fully checked through.”

      “Do you do much with that end of the business, then?” Amadeo Scali tilted his head, trying to decide how that went into the maths, Hugh suspected.

      “That is my business, at the moment - learning how the different moving parts fit together. I’ve served an apprenticeship in navigation, but my brother’s not quite sure yet where I can be best put to use, so we’re trying a little of everything.” He kept his tone light, amiably responding without bogging down in the complex details.

      “You must have made many trips, then. Navigation, really?”

      That made it easy to shift into a conversation he’d had dozens of times before. He had a set piece about the basic theories of navigation, along with a few funny stories about the ways various pieces of the art had been developed. It let Captain Melcott settle back and enjoy his meal, just chiming in here and there with stories of his own, and carried them well into the cheese course.

      When the meal ended, the men stood to retreat to the smoking room. Smythe-Clive bent over and whispered in his sister’s ear.

      Hugh wondered for a moment about the two of them. Close in age, and at ease with each other, but he had the suspicion they hadn’t spent much time together recently before this trip. They kept checking with each other, silently, about things that would have been obvious if they were more often together. If she wished more wine, how to answer a question, that sort of thing.  It piqued his interest, but then Amadeo murmured something in his own ear, a question about the size of the ship, as they walked down the hallway.
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      The smoking room itself was as predictable as always. Hugh extracted himself amiably from Amadeo Scali at the door, promising to come round and chat with him and his brothers and cousins and brothers-in-law in a few minutes. He wanted a chance to get a lay of the room first.

      Of course, people grouped up differently than they had at supper. Separated from the women, the men formed groups based on mutual interest. The cards had already come out, and Hugh recognised two of the card sharps from previous voyages. One was leaning back, waiting for hands to be dealt, the other was settling into the game in front of him.

      It was the eternal question. The line could not prevent people from gambling, and they didn’t exactly want to. For one thing, it was entirely impractical: if it were barred in the public spaces, the games would just move to private suites.

      In the saloon, the bartender or one of the stewards could at least come in with a message of some kind. Or perhaps mention a spill on the back of someone’s jacket. The steward could take the excuse to get him away from the play for a few minutes until he came to his senses about not betting everything he had.

      And on a purely mercantile level, Hugh had seen the books. Gambling was exceptionally good for the income from the bar. His brother did not entirely approve, and Hugh didn’t either. What people
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