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            A MOST UNWELCOME IMAGINATION

          

        

      

    

    
      London, 1700

      Aurelia Danby was born to be ridiculous.

      It was largely due to her parents, the Duke and Duchess of Danby, who were notable fools among the aristocracy. The duke was a prince with no meaningful way to the throne, and his wife was as spoiled and lovely as he. They lived for parties and pretty things and wanted for nothing but sensibility, self-awareness, and maturity.

      Naturally, with a life so full of decadence and friends who encouraged their worst faults and fantasies, the responsibility of raising a child was spectacularly lost on them.

      In Aurelia’s first few minutes of life, her mother announced to those attending her, “She’s as lovely a babe as any other.” The midwives cooed as though it were the most flattering thing they’d ever heard a mother say. Then the duchess handed the baby off and attended a party. It was the last time she ever held her daughter, but Aurelia didn’t mind because her wet nurse was much warmer in both disposition and temperature.

      It should be noted that fault for Aurelia’s foolishness might be shared with the nursemaids the Danbys paid to keep their daughter happy, but the staff only did their best. They sang songs and offered hugs, minded her through her first steps, and taught her letters and numbers as well as how to curtsy and say thank you. And they filled her head with love stories and fairy tales to show her that lovely things could happen to girls with no parents.

      Aurelia quickly learned to love the extensive library that took up an entire wall of her nursery. Thick tomes with hand-painted illustrations provided her endless tales of lords and ladies and beautiful fairy princesses, and she clung to their stories as surely as she did her favorite toys.

      If zealots and monks had scripture and prayer, Aurelia lived for games and legends. And the staff indulged her every whim because they loved and pitied her.

      Despite her pretty, unproblematic life, her parents eventually decided having a child was no longer in vogue. So upon Aurelia’s seventh birthday, the duke and duchess shipped her off to live with her great aunt, Lady Clara Wedderburn—a wealthy old grouch with no children of her own.

      Lady Clara was a large woman who wore dresses that might have suited her decades earlier, but now only gave the impression that she lived under a mound of moldy gray chiffon. It didn’t matter, however, as she had no one she cared to impress. She’d inherited money instead of marrying into it and lived reclusively in a country manor dripping with vines and shadows and occupied by servants who ambled rather than rushed.

      During her first days on the estate, Aurelia comforted herself with stories that proved lovely things could also happen to girls who lived with old hags. Each night, she laid awake long after the household went to bed, memorizing pictures of heroes and monsters, and she rose early every morning to do exactly the same. She only needed her books to be happy, and her only concern was that she may eventually require more.

      Aunt Clara didn’t mind Aurelia as long as she stayed quiet and out of the way. Aurelia didn’t mind Aunt Clara either, so long as she wasn’t squawking about the sorts of things old ladies squawked about—like fraying hems and tired servants.

      Aurelia often escaped to the garden where her aunt would not follow, since the old woman was very much like a vampire in that she enjoyed shadows and hissed at the sun. There among trees and thorns and leafy bushes, Aurelia was an explorer seeking adventure or a soldier patrolling the plants, keeping the budding flowers safe from thieves and bandits who feared her tenacity and wit. She cracked trolls’ riddles and sent them scrambling into garden sheds and overturned buckets. Though the staff never engaged with Aurelia’s daydreams, she frequently caught the gardeners peeking at her over the hedges with kind smiles, and she would grin back despite her missing teeth testifying to her passing childhood.

      When she tired of the gardens, she ventured into the forest behind the house. It quickly became her favorite place where she often fled with one of her fairytale books tucked under her arm. Beyond the trees was a lake, which Aurelia found exceptionally lovely on sunny days. She liked to sit on the seawall and wait for mermaids to appear from the muddy depths. Of course, she never saw any, but she held out hope that one day they would come say hello and offer her a glimmering tail so she could follow them to treasure chests and shipwrecks.

      She was both damsel and knight—quiet or boisterous when it suited her—and she was always careful of her hem so Aunt Clara could have nothing to shame her for.

      But as per usual in England, rain often overtook the estate and forced Aurelia inside. She didn’t mind the rain, but everyone claimed she’d catch her death were she to venture into it. This inspired another fun game—chasing Death through the house so she might convince him to vanquish her enemies. And when her giggling became too much for her aunt, Aurelia found as much satisfaction returning to her books and plotting her next adventure.

      As fall came, and then winter, Aurelia spent cold, dreary days wandering the empty halls. She lost herself in new, unfamiliar parts of the house, where she’d become a beautiful damsel running from invisible minotaurs or escaping a secret lair, inspired by whatever tale she’d fed her imagination the night before. She’d scamper through winding corridors to her room, her spine tingling as she hunkered in the safety of the colorless bedding and ugly furniture designed for tastes much older and finer than her own.

      When she knew the house too well to get lost, she became a princess in a beautiful castle, dancing through invisible balls with imaginary knights and princes who were enraptured by her beauty. Meanwhile, books lay strewn about her room in careless, shifting piles she organized by whichever had her favorite pictures.

      But gloomy weather and indifferent staff had tremendous power to occasionally dispirit a girl. Despite her lovely pictures and imaginary friends and foes, Aurelia began to acquaint herself with loneliness. On days like these—and there were many—she drifted down long halls as the only ghost in Aunt Clara’s home, aching for someone to haunt.

      As the years passed and her age crept above ten years old, the piles of books in her room shifted to prioritize stories of escape, and her dreaming followed suit. Suddenly, Aurelia was a fugitive, escaping through the forest behind the house to stand on the lake shore, looking for the ship on which her prince would reside, coming to take her away to new worlds full of new people and adventures.

      Yearning made Aurelia reckless. Aunt Clara grew shorter in patience and was ready with harsh exclamations of what nonsense or ridiculous child every time she caught her niece chasing her imagination with her blonde hair coming undone from the fine up-dos a maid spent half an hour perfecting each day. And when Aurelia was forced into stillness by Aunt Clara’s orders, she slipped her nose into a book to fill her head with more impossible things.

      But devastation proved to come for rich, pretty girls as surely as it did for those who were not so fortunate as Aurelia. When she turned twelve, her books disappeared. They vanished from her room and the library as though they’d never existed.

      Aurelia approached her aunt, weeping like it was her only salvation, but Aunt Clara simply declared from behind a newspaper, “Don’t be ridiculous, dear. The only appropriate books for a young woman are history, philosophy, and the Bible.” She flipped the paper down to study Aurelia’s streaky red face and swollen gray eyes. “It’s time to abandon silly pursuits. You’ll be a proper young woman with the best education money can buy, and one day you’ll do your family proud and marry a fine, lofty man.”

      Aurelia had thrown herself to the floor, wailing and flailing, her heart torn wide open as her entire world was ripped away.

      After that, her hems lowered and her clothes changed to new styles fit for a young woman. Aurelia rarely ventured outside due to the endless parade of tutors and instructors for everything from math and science—which she hated—to music and dance, which she did like, while her precious tales were hidden in a trunk in a drafty attic she couldn’t get into, no matter how many knives she broke in the lock.

      Nevertheless, her stories lingered in the back of her mind, begging for her attention so fiercely that her toes itched in her new shoes. So desperate she became for something interesting to think about that she took to stealing the daily newspaper after Aunt Clara skimmed the headlines at breakfast and tsked at how far England has fallen for its politics, celebrities, fashions, and whatever else reminded her of her advancing age.

      But for all the things Aunt Clara hated, Aurelia found wonder and intrigue in the latest scandals. Here she found her first silver lining, for had her books not been taken, she might never have discovered the pirates.

      The papers spoke of terrible men who robbed and pillaged and terrorized on land and at sea. The crown didn’t mind so much when the streets ran with pilfered Spanish gold from the Americas, but they loathed piracy in their own port cities and executed the perpetrators in grand, graphic events that made Aurelia’s stomach turn.

      So fascinating were they that she sought to know more about the kind of life that deserved such fierce ends. She read of all the crews dominating the Atlantic, but no one was more famous or fearsome than the dreaded Captain Robert Copson and his ship, the Fortuna Royale, which was said to carry at least forty cannons. Aurelia wasn’t sure if forty cannons was an incredible number of guns, but the papers spoke like it was, so she responded in kind with awe.

      Captain Copson was an enigma who made as much money for the papers as he did by robbing ships. He was said to have sailed for nearly ninety years, but those who reported meeting him in the Caribbean or West Indies said he was young and handsome. And those who claimed to have sailed with him said he’d drunk from the Fountain of Youth and was therefore immortal. Nestled among reports of witches and sea monsters, the story didn’t seem far-fetched.

      He ruled the seas, robbing the Spanish, French, and English alike, and sailing wherever and taking whatever suited him. He killed entire crews for their ships and sailed with a fleet of loyal men, striking fear into all—pirates, sailors, civilians, kings; it didn’t seem to matter so long as they made him rich.

      Aurelia wasn’t sensible enough to be disgusted or horrified. In fact, she loved the articles so much that she’d carefully clip each story and hide them in the pages of a philosophy book she hid beneath her mattress.

      All the while, she pretended to read things Aunt Clara might find more palatable, but kings and politicians never did anything so interesting as raiding ships and drinking from immortal waters, and while she skimmed the pages, she only saw colorful skies, pirate ships, and piles of gold.

      Despite every attempt to correct her, Aurelia Danby was ridiculous, and everyone told her so—from her aunt to the staff to her tutors.

      But if people like Captain Copson existed, she saw no good reason to stop.
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      By the time two years had passed, Aurelia found a number of clever ways to thwart her strict schedule. Oftentimes, she had only minutes to flee to the gardens or hide in the library where she hunted for any piece of fiction Aunt Clara might’ve overlooked.

      On very rare occasions, she had hours to herself.

      Since Aunt Clara was still a respected member of society, her summers were marked by parties, soirees, and luncheons that called her to London or other wealthy estates. Being only fourteen, Aurelia was still too young to go, so after her aunt left one spring afternoon for some monstrous affair in town, she slipped out of the house and sprinted for the forest.

      She picked her way through trees and dappled sunlight until her favorite tree loomed ahead, its soaring branches easy to climb. They jutted precariously over the lake, daring her to be dangerous and free. She lifted her skirts to scramble up its trunk until she reached the best branch for sitting, and there she perched, swinging her slippered feet over the water as the sun warmed her cheeks.

      Here in her tree, she could sit for a very long time and recall the most beautiful things she’d ever heard and seen—and imagine those she hadn’t.

      It had been two years since she last read a fairy tale or saw a picture of a handsome prince, but she clung to what she remembered, even as the memories began to wear thin. And every day, she thought of her books and wished she could once again live in their pages where she’d be surrounded with familiar friends.

      For now, she sated her appetite with memories of the stories she’d loved—and reading about the villainous Captain Copson in the papers.

      She closed her eyes, dreaming of a day when she might not only have her stories but the chance to live them. Aunt Clara and her family expected her to marry, so she’d find a prince or an adventurer, or at the very least a man who sold books. If none were available, she supposed she would be a knight or a witch, or perhaps she might travel to Ireland to find the fairies, as she understood they were fond of foolish girls⁠—

      Laughter pealed over the water, clear as church bells. Aurelia opened her eyes and leaned over the branch to peer through the leaves.

      Three young men drifted across the water in a small boat painted blue and silver—the colors of the Kingswood family who lived down the lane from Aunt Clara.

      Though Aurelia didn’t know much about many of her neighbors, Aunt Clara could talk at length about the Kingswoods and how noble and wealthy they were, and that Aurelia should be so lucky to marry one of their three sons—as though Aunt Clara knew anything about marriage.

      Her high praise was surprising because Aunt Clara didn’t like anybody and was very proud of it. But the Kingswoods were the one exception, such was her fondness for the earl and countess.

      Of course, Aurelia had never seen them and supposed Aunt Clara might’ve just as easily had a pleasant dream about the neighbors and thought it real. This had once happened to Aurelia, and she’d pitched herself off a low garden wall, fancying a notion she could fly.

      Nevertheless, Aurelia was curious about the family and turned her ear toward the conversation.

      “…and then we ran into a Spanish merchant who thought they’d outrun us.” The boy who spoke was too far away to see anything but his black hair and fine clothes, but his voice was smooth and rich. “But we caught them near Tortuga. Wouldn’t you believe they were so stocked with gold that we had to take the whole ship just to sail it all back.”

      “So the reports are true?” one of the others asked. He had lighter features, as did the one next to him. “Copson’s got a new ship.”

      Aurelia gaped, but she snapped her mouth shut as Aunt Clara’s voice in her head swore the expression would tempt the devil to make her face eternally ugly. But surely the boy couldn’t be talking about the Captain Copson. She scooted farther onto the limb and strained to hear against the water lapping against the seawall.

      “Your father hasn’t had two ships in nearly five years,” said the third boy. “He must be elated.”

      Her jaw fell again, and this time she left it. No, surely it couldn’t be Copson. Surely that couldn’t be the pirate captain’s son rowing across the lake in the Kingswoods’ boat.

      “He doesn’t show it,” the first one said with a hearty laugh. “The crew from the ship we took all swore their allegiance to him so long as he wouldn’t kill them. Their captain tried to swear too, but Father shot him in the head and threw him overboard.”

      The other two listened with awe—but neither was more awed than Aurelia.

      “I captained the new ship to Nassau,” the black-haired boy went on. “He said it was my first test, and I got it into port before he could bring in the Fortuna.”

      The Fortuna Royale. Aurelia leaned forward, so engrossed that she didn’t hear the wood cracking beneath her.

      “He’s letting me name the ship,” he said. “He told me to decide before we leave again⁠—”

      Crrrack!

      Aurelia screamed as the branch gave way and dumped her into the water. Its cold, murky darkness closed over her head, and she sank.

      The lake was much deeper than she realized, and as she tumbled through its frigid depths, she lost all sense of where the surface was in relation to her head. She flailed her arms, lungs burning as her dress dragged her down. Her fingers sought purchase on anything and found only gloomy nothingness.

      If ever there was a mermaid in these waters, it would have been the perfect time to make itself known. Aurelia could do without the treasure and would trade almost anything in that moment for a breath of precious air. Muddy water burned her eyes, and she kicked uselessly, fighting the dress and the cold weight of death.

      She would die here, and Aunt Clara would be rather vexed about it.

      Then hands gripped her waist. An arm locked around her, and the lake tugged at her with a greedy current as she was pulled back to the surface. Her face broke into the open air, and she gasped and sputtered as sunlight touched her chilled skin.

      “I’ve got you,” her savior said, his deep voice smooth against her ragged coughing. “You’re okay, I’ve got you.”

      He kept repeating it as he swam her along the seawall toward the bank. When she finally felt mud and sand beneath her feet, she stood and walked herself to the trees hiding them from the rest of her aunt’s estate. His hand remained gently clutched around her elbow, even as sand turned to grass and Aurelia was no longer coughing.

      It was the boy who’d told the story in the boat, and now that she was closer, she saw that he looked to be around nineteen years old with sharp, chiseled features drawn in concern. His dark shirt clung to his lean frame and the contours of his muscular arms, and he was tall—she had to look up to find his deep blue eyes fixed on her from beneath long strands of sopping, black hair.

      Mercy, she thought, wishing her eyes were such a striking color instead of their dull, unimpressive gray—and they were owlish, as one tutor had told her rather unkindly.

      She tried to look away, to hide her flaws in front of the most beautiful person she’d ever seen, but quickly realized it would do no good. Her dress sagged around her small, shivering frame, and her braid had come undone, leaving her long, pale hair plastered to her cheeks and neck.

      He bent to meet her gaze. “Are you alright?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, wiping her hair away from her face.

      Sunlight caught the tiny drops clinging to his lashes. “What in God’s name were you doing in that tree? You could’ve killed yourself.”

      She hesitated. She didn’t want to tell this boy, but his piercing gaze, those striking eyes, demanded the truth. And despite how often she’d pretended to be a lying, stealing thief, the truth was exactly what came out, because she didn’t know how to lie to heroes. “I was only having fun, but then I heard you talking—and the branch—I’ve climbed the tree before and been fine.”

      She stumbled through her words as they all fought to be known by him. She wanted to tell him about the books in the attic and the lessons and newspapers—everything that would make him realize she had a perfectly reasonable excuse to eavesdrop. Perhaps then his stare would not make her feel so intimidated.

      His gaze dropped to her dress before returning to her face. Then he turned and surveyed the woods. “Do you live here?”

      “With my aunt.”

      “Lady Clara Wedderburn?” He looked at her. “That old woman is your aunt?”

      She nodded solemnly. And then, against her will, she sniffled and began to cry. “Oh please don’t tell her I was in the tree! She’ll ruin me for the rest of my days if she knows what I’ve done.”

      To her shock, he smirked. “She’d ruin anyone solely for her own entertainment. She’s a clever devil.”

      Aurelia gasped. “I—Aunt Clara—” She shut her mouth, her tears suddenly forgotten. It had never occurred to her that Aunt Clara might be the devil, and after a moment, she decided it could not be possible if only for how often Aunt Clara crossed herself.

      She was about to tell him this, but then one of his companions called out, “Everything alright?”

      The other boys had rowed closer and lingered off the shore where she could see their features held some slight resemblance to the boy in front of her. She thought, fleetingly, that they must be cousins.

      “Take the boat back,” the black-haired boy said. “I’m taking her home.” He looked at Aurelia. “And we’ll come up with a grand story to tell old Lady Clara.” He offered his arm and led her into the trees.

      This boy is a pirate, she thought as she stole glances at him out of the corner of her eye. She liked the way his hair curled around his ears and the mischievous spark in his eyes.

      He would make a very fine storybook prince, and as soon as she realized this, she pulled her gaze away. But the damage was already done—his face would most certainly be one she would picture as her knight in shining armor. Not because she necessarily wanted him to be, but she couldn’t imagine how there could be a finer face in all the world, especially when she had little else to fill the void left by her stolen books.

      And the stories he could tell… Her heart did something strange in her chest. He had been places and done things—more than she could imagine.

      “My name is William Kingswood,” he said. “I live across the lake.”

      “I know,” she replied dumbly. She could hear Aunt Clara’s declarations about what fine gentlemen the Kingswood boys were—especially William, the eldest son who would one day be the earl.

      He was also a Copson, which was far more interesting than grand titles and estates. Could she ask questions? What should she ask him first? All the rules for conversation fled her mind, leaving her only with the urge to beg him to tell her everything.

      He chuckled. “Since there’s no one to introduce us, may I ask your name?”

      Color rose to her cheeks. “Aurelia Danby.”

      “Danby? Like the Duke and Duchess of Danby?” His brow furrowed. “I didn’t know they had a child.”

      Though she knew her parents didn’t find her enough of a fashionable accessory to liven their house, she was surprised they’d erased her existence altogether. Aunt Clara would say it was merely the way of high society, and Aurelia would understand one day when she was rich and fashionable enough to forget her own child.

      Remembering this, she drew herself to her full height. She was a Danby and should act like the princess she almost was. “Aunt Clara is overseeing my education until I’m old enough to return home.”

      “And then what?”

      “I…I’m not sure. Marriage, probably, though I haven’t decided.” A new thought occurred to her, and she positively could not help but voice it. “Is your father really the immortal Captain Copson?”

      William stopped and faced her, his voice coming low and quick. “What exactly did you hear from that tree?”

      Her cheeks grew warm, and she turned her face away. “I didn’t hear the details,” she lied. But when she stole another glance at him out of the corner of her eye, he watched her with pointed skepticism, so she added, “I only heard he got a new ship that you captained. And that you’ve been on the Fortuna Royale.”

      She spotted the garden beyond the trees with its bushes trimmed into green spires and boxes. Gardeners usually bustled along the paths, analyzing every leaf and twig to avoid the nearly imperceptible flaws Aunt Clara’s beady eyes would find anyway. But right now, the area was abandoned, and no one would hear Aurelia scream if this boy’s charm turned out to be more villainous than heroic.

      “If you tell anyone,” he said, his voice low and cutting, “I will know it, and so will the immortal captain.” The edge of his mouth twitched, but his expression remained schooled. “And I’m sure you already know what he does to people who cross him. My father is Earl Kingswood, and that is all.”

      Despite having never stood at odds with a beautiful boy, she had practiced how to deal with enemies. She squared her shoulders and looked him in the eye, knowing very well it would be dangerous to do so. But she could also swing a stick, and there were plenty littering the ground around them.

      “What will I get in return for my silence?” she asked.

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Pardon?”

      “I want something from you if I keep your secret.”

      “You keep my secret, and I won’t tell your aunt what you were doing,” he said, his words clipped. “That’s fair.”

      She planted her hands on her hips with all the bravado she could muster. “Not fair. Your secret is much bigger than mine and therefore comes with a higher price. Aunt Clara may ruin me, but it’s nothing compared to what might happen to you.”

      She was proud as she said it, because she knew it was true. There were a hundred examples of Copson’s cruelty in the papers, from articles she’d clipped and saved. Aunt Clara would be hellish, yes, but surely nothing compared to the pirate.

      His eyes narrowed. “What do you want?”

      “Stories,” she said without hesitation. “You’re a pirate, and I want to know everything about it.” She lifted her chin. “Like what you do and the places you see. I want to know how a boat works and why it doesn’t sink. I want to know how it moves with the wind and how you board other ships. And I’d like to hear about the Caribbean and North Africa.”

      His brows pulled together.

      “And,” she went on, made nervous by his silence, “I’d like a Spanish coin from the Americas. A gold one. A piece of actual pirate treasure.”

      He rolled his lips between his teeth and folded his arms. “Anything else?”

      She shook her head.

      William’s gaze dropped. She’d lost her slippers, but she hid her bare toes under her dripping skirt. Finally, he sighed and peered toward the house, ducking to see more of the manor from under the crown of leaves. “What a drab little life Lady Clara must force on you.” He looked at her. “Fine. I’ll do it, but you mustn’t tell anyone what you heard today. Ever.” He leaned closer, his voice turning cold. “Because I swear, Lady Aurelia, if you breathe a word of this to anyone, you’ll have hell to pay.”

      She’d never been threatened before today, and it made her feel like the hero now. Of course, she had no plans to tell his family’s secret, though it thrilled her to know it anyway. And to make such a fabulous bargain—she really was getting the better end of the deal. She’d have stories again, and not just from a newspaper, but from an actual pirate. “I swear I won’t tell a soul.”

      He glanced at the house again, and something seemed to dawn on him. “You don’t have a soul to tell, do you?”

      “I have plenty,” she countered, thinking of her imaginary friends so it wasn’t technically a lie.

      He studied her for a long moment, then smirked. “If you say so.”

      He didn’t offer his arm again as they started for the gardens. They walked in silence, and when they reached the path leading to the house, he stopped and nodded at the hem of her dress. “You lost your shoes.”

      Aurelia looked down. “Yes, in the lake.”

      “Is there another way to the front door, or would you prefer to walk through the gravel?”

      The garden paths were strewn with tiny white rocks with sharp edges that would surely mortify her soles. She frowned at them.

      “You’re turning blue,” he said placidly. “I’ll carry you if this is the fastest way.”

      Cold as she was, she assumed her face turned red enough to notice. Standing next to a handsome villain was exciting, but being carried in his arms like a distressed damsel was entirely romantic. She shouldn’t want it, of course, because she didn’t think Aunt Clara would find it proper…but he had a point about the rocks.

      So it was purely for the sake of avoiding the gravel that she nodded.

      Without another word, he swept her into his arms and started forward. He was warm and solid, and Aurelia prayed he wouldn’t feel her heart thundering. She tried not to stare at the way his hair fell into his face, or the dark rings around his magnificently blue irises. But she dreaded missing the opportunity more than she worried about him catching her staring.

      They passed the massive fountain in the middle of the garden that filled a dark green pool full of golden fish and lily pads. Still, there were no gardeners, which she supposed might actually be a good thing, since the staff were often worse gossips than Aunt Clara’s sneering old lady companions who complained about London and debutantes these days.

      “Do you read outside?” he asked as they moved around the side of the house. Once they were past the rocks, he set her on her feet. She tiptoed beside him through the grass, shivering again, which was made worse when she saw the carriage in front of the house. Due to some terrible luck, Aunt Clara had returned home early.

      “Sometimes,” she replied through chattering teeth as he directed their steps around stray twigs to spare her bare feet. “But they took all my books, so now I have only history or philosophy.”

      “Why’d they take your books?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Propriety.”

      “Dreadful.” He glanced back at the fountain. “I’ll tell her you were reading something boring in the garden, and everything else shall be my fault.”

      She looked up at him, but he stared ahead now. “Will she believe that? She believes me troublesome as it is.”

      “Are you troublesome?”

      “I don’t think I am.”

      “Silly of me to ask,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “You’re the one who fell out of a tree.”

      Panic gripped her. “Oh please don’t tell⁠—”

      “I said I wouldn’t,” he muttered. “I’m rather troublesome myself and wouldn’t dare discourage you from it.” As they approached the front door, his impish grin appeared. “And I believe she thinks highly of my family and won’t suspect the lie.”

      A family of pirates, she thought with a thrill, which only compounded at the thought of hearing more about their life at sea.

      William lifted the heavy brass knocker and let it drop. The crash summoned a footman whose eyes bugged at the sight of his mistress’s ward soaking wet, and he beckoned them both inside. He left them in the foyer while he fetched Aunt Clara.

      William’s lip curled as he took in the décor and the grand staircase that curved along one wall. “I haven’t been here in a decade… Somehow it’s worse than I remember.”

      Aurelia giggled. If there had been color in any of the paintings or accents at some point, they’d been leeched of all character and personality, leaving the home in drab shades of gray and beige that made her think of caves, purgatory, and the political sections of newspapers.

      They heard Aunt Clara before she appeared. She bustled through the halls, chirping and whining, “You said she what? With whom?” She turned the corner and trundled into the foyer with a tiny pair of glasses perched on her nose.

      “What is the meaning of this?” she demanded in her too-airy voice that was at odds with her hulking figure. “Lord Kingswood, whatever she pulled you into⁠—”

      “The fault was entirely my own,” he said with a dazzling smile that made Aurelia’s heart lurch to her throat. “You see, I was spending my afternoon on the lake and fell asleep in my boat. Upon waking, I was disoriented, and the boat tipped and sank off your shore. I came to the house for assistance and found poor Lady Aurelia reading her philosophy by the fountain. I startled her so badly she fell in.”

      He lied with such impressive, emphatic confidence that Aurelia nearly believed it herself. But then Aunt Clara turned her frosty attention to her.

      “Which philosopher?” Aunt Clara demanded.

      “Francis Bacon,” William answered with a note of pride. “I must say I was impressed by all she had to say about it, though unfortunately the book is lost to the fountain. Nevertheless, I apologize for disrupting your day. I do hope it’s alright that I escorted Lady Aurelia to the door. My father would disown me were he to hear I left a lady in a fountain.”

      Aunt Clara released a heavy sigh. “It’s fine, I suppose. I’d only ask for your discretion if anyone asks how you came to be acquainted.”

      William bowed, completely at ease despite his falsehoods. “Of course.” Turning to Aurelia, he held out his hand, and she delicately set her fingers in his palm. “Lady Aurelia, it was a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      She nodded, rendered into silence as her thoughts tripped into one another, chanting, pirate, gentleman, pirate, gentleman.

      He kissed the back of her hand, and as he straightened, he graced her with that same stunning smile he’d given her aunt moments earlier. It transformed him from an exciting, threatening villain into every bit a beautiful prince—the kind who would save her from a tower or an evil witch or dive into a freezing lake to pull her from a watery grave…

      Now his perfect lips had touched her hand, and he’d smiled at her like she was the lovely damsel she so often pretended to be.

      And he was the son of the immortal Captain Copson. A witness to all her favorite stories in the papers, a character in some of the most exciting tales she’d ever read.

      It was as though he’d stepped off the page to rescue her from boredom and solitude.

      Her heart flopped in her chest and nearly stopped altogether. It was that moment, as he swept out the door, that she knew—with shaky, invigorating, terrifying assurance—that she’d fallen madly, hopelessly in love with William Kingswood.
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            HER LESS DISMAL EXISTENCE

          

        

      

    

    
      The first letter came three weeks later.

      Aurelia had never received a letter, and upon its arrival, she marveled at her name written in looping, slightly jagged script on the envelope’s face. Lying on her stomach on her bed, she kicked her feet up and traced the ink, lingering in the anticipation of its contents.

      When she flipped it over, however, her heart tumbled into her stomach when she saw her family’s seal pressed in red wax. She tore into it, and her eyes immediately dropped to William’s signature at the bottom.

      Frowning, she started from the beginning.

      
        
        Lady Aurelia,

        I’ve decided letters are the best way to fulfill our agreement while I’m abroad, so here is the first. Please note I’ve written burn after reading at the bottom. I would greatly appreciate you heeding this instruction, as it would put my mind much at ease knowing you don’t let secrets lie around.

        Also, please don’t be alarmed at my use of your family’s seal—it was taken long ago, and I only use it now so no one thinks they are privileged to read your correspondence.

        By the time this letter reaches you, I will have returned to the Fortuna Royale (which I will call FR). We cannot dock such a vessel in England’s ports since the authorities would likely arrest us all and string up our bodies along the Thames. So she (ships are referred to as ‘she,’ in case you didn’t know) remains anchored far off shore, and we sail a less conspicuous ship between the harbor and the FR.

        That is not to say we can’t dock the FR in other ports. We often dock where we are welcome, which is helpful for when the ship needs repairs or cleaning—you wouldn’t believe how much faster the FR sails after removing a couple barnacles.

        We’re headed for a Spanish trade route we discovered three months ago. It’s lucrative and dangerous, which I’m sure will make for several fine stories to sate your rapacious curiosity.

        I haven’t told my father of what happened weeks ago, as he’d likely throw me overboard for being so foolish. So again, I’d appreciate your discretion—for my sake.

      

      
        
        William

        BURN AFTER READING

      

      

      

      Aurelia read it three times before dutifully tossing it into the hearth.

      She watched William’s handwriting turn to ash and pressed a hand over her pounding heart. It was real—the ocean, ships, pirates. He was really on the Fortuna Royale, and hearing about it made it feel so much closer—a legend come to life, the same as if Merlin or Lancelot had shown up at her door.

      There would be more letters, and she could hardly contain her excitement.

      It was enough to get her through the dull monotony of living in Aunt Clara’s home. While her usual daydreams had turned gray and hazy with overuse, her imagination revived with thoughts of William while she sat in her lessons. She wondered where he was or what he was doing at any given moment, knowing she’d hear of it eventually.

      Four weeks later, the second letter arrived, but not in the same way as the first.

      One afternoon, while Aurelia was rotting in one of her many lessons with an instructor whose bulging eyes reminded her of a fish, she was summoned to the parlor. She was only too eager to escape, and upon entering the room, she found Aunt Clara sitting in her cloud of chiffon, her lips pinched and eyes squinted against the cheery sunlight streaming through a window. Though the room itself was decidedly gaudier than the rest of the home—and just as outdated—it was far livelier than her aunt’s usual haunts with its yellow walls, fringed pillows, and bronze accents.

      A boy stood by the unlit fireplace. He couldn’t have been older than sixteen, and he bowed as she entered. His brown eyes were set in a boyish face still round with youth, and he wore a crisp blue coat that complimented his nearly golden hair.

      “This is Ralph Kingswood,” Aunt Clara said. “He heard of your residence here and thought to extend friendship.” Her voice was oddly nasally for July. It might’ve been dissatisfaction, though Aurelia couldn’t imagine what she could find so disagreeable about a Kingswood.

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Ralph said.

      Aurelia nearly forgot to curtsy, surprised to meet another boy from down the lane so soon after the first. Friendship—what an unexpectedly marvelous reason to forsake her tutor.

      “My brother spoke highly of your gardens,” Ralph said to Aunt Clara. “I hoped I might see them.”

      “Aurelia will show you,” Aunt Clara said with a wave of her handkerchief. “But be mindful of the staff.”

      They were dismissed, and Aurelia waved Ralph along to follow her out of the parlor.

      Outside, the spring flowers had fully blossomed and fallen away, giving room for summer blooms and whispering leaves that played in the warm breeze. As they entered the garden, Aurelia peered at Ralph out of the corner of her eye.

      Another son of Captain Copson, she realized, but she’d promised William she wouldn’t breathe a word of her knowing their family’s secret. This was to be her first test, she decided, so she made herself believe Ralph was just a Kingswood.

      It wasn’t hard. He had none of his brother’s dangerous features or his sharpness. Ralph carried himself like a gentleman, so it would be easy to treat him as such.

      “Will was right, this is a lovely garden,” he said as they wandered toward the trickling fountain. He flashed a grin. “Much more agreeable than inside.”

      “You have good taste,” Aurelia said with a small laugh, moving around one side of the fountain while Ralph rounded the other.

      “Thank you for showing me,” he said when they met on the other side, and the splashing water concealed his voice from the staff. “Though I must admit I’m here for more than to extend friendship.” A letter appeared in his hand with her name written across the back in familiar handwriting.

      Aurelia beamed and barely kept herself from snatching it.

      “My brother told me he owed you,” Ralph said. “No one’s ever had Will in their debt, so as someone who owes him at least three pounds at any given time, I applaud you.”

      She slowly took the letter. “It’s not really a debt.”

      “He also sent this.” From inside his jacket, Ralph procured a small, red velvet pouch. He untied the tiny drawstrings and dumped a single gold coin into his palm. A cross was stamped on the front, surrounded by what looked like a clover. “It’s Spanish gold.”

      Still careful not to betray her overexcitement, she carefully lifted the coin from his palm. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed.

      “As much as I’d like to have it to pay him off, he said you asked for it.” He hadn’t stopped grinning. “You found out about our family business, didn’t you?”

      She stared at the tiny piece of treasure. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said blandly, pretending Ralph was only a Kingswood and not related in any way to Captain Copson or his handsome eldest son.

      “You absolutely did.” He was nearly laughing now. “Was he bragging about it? He goes out in the boat with our cousins to tell them all about where he’s gone, but he’s been out to sea so much he forgets his voice carries over water and people on land can hear him plain as day.”

      Aurelia took the pouch and returned the coin to its depths before slipping both it and the letter into her dress pocket. “I heard him on the lake, but he said nothing about the family business.”

      They started walking again, and Ralph simply said, “Piracy. That’s the family business.”

      Her steps faltered. “Well, he didn’t say it like that.”

      “But he did.”

      Fine, so Ralph wouldn’t let himself be just a Kingswood. But if he insisted…

      She lowered her voice. “He said your father is the immortal Captain Copson, and that he sails⁠—”

      “Immortal?” Ralph guffawed. “No, tell me he didn’t say that.”

      Aurelia stopped. This was the second time she’d spoken to someone closer to herself in age than her aunt, and he was breaking all the rules of decorum—what was she supposed to say to someone who spoke so openly and laughed so loud? She searched the stories she knew for a character who could inform her of how to deal with a boy who lacked any subtlety or shame, but she couldn’t think of one as impetuous as Ralph.

      She was half tempted to return to her tutor.

      He seemed to notice her hesitancy and calmed. “Please forgive me—Will only asked me to bring you the coin and the letter, which he only sent to me because he knew it would be more secure. Then I wondered if you somehow knew about my family, and if you did, I had to take my chance to make a friend. It’s hard to make friends with such a secret, and I fear I haven’t got many because of it. The only people who know are my family and a couple sailors who are sworn to secrecy.”

      She started walking again, leading him toward the rose garden.

      “And I wasn’t laughing at you,” Ralph said, sidestepping down the path so he could face her as he spoke. “I’m laughing at my brother. I know what the papers say about the captain and his immortality, but it’s really not as interesting as that. I’ll tell you, if you want.”

      Aurelia looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “Are you sure I won’t tell?”

      “Well…Will said you don’t have any friends either.”

      At this, she stopped and put her hands on her hips. Heat rose to her cheeks from more than embarrassment. “And how would he know that?”

      Ralph had the good sense to look guilty. “You live with an old woman no one likes or visits. And…no one’s mentioned you, not even the Danbys.”

      “That’s not my fault,” she said, angry tears pricking her eyes.

      “Oh—Lord, no, I didn’t mean—” His hands went to his hair, and then he dropped them, his eyes wide with panic. “That isn’t what I meant!”

      “What did you mean? To call me lonely and forgotten?” This character she knew—the petulant, prideful one with something to prove. She puffed out her chest and spread her feet. “There’s so much more to me, Mr. Kingswood.”

      He held out his hands, pleading. “I meant to give you a coin and ask for your friendship, which I realize is going abysmally. But this is what I get for not having friends. You’re clearly much better adjusted than I am.”

      She folded her arms. “Am I?”

      “Oh yes—by leaps and bounds.”

      Gardeners minded their business around them, but they were too far away to hear their conversation.

      Aurelia huffed. “Then tell me how Captain Copson isn’t immortal.”

      “And you’ll forgive me if I do?”

      “Yes.”

      Ralph’s smile returned. “It’s nothing too exciting. My great-grandfather was the first Captain Copson, and then his son took up the name after his death. My father has it now, and my brother will take it after him. People like the immortality story, so we let it perpetuate. Plus, it keeps the Spanish busy looking for the Fountain of Youth.”

      “Does it not exist?” she asked, surprised.

      He shrugged. “Maybe it does, but we certainly haven’t found it.”

      Across the garden, Aurelia spied Aunt Clara watching them through the window with a small pair of opera glasses. Aurelia took a step back from Ralph and continued their stroll.

      “Have you forgiven me?” Ralph asked quietly. “I’ve bungled this, but I’m hoping you’ll pity me for having no one to share secrets with.”

      Aurelia turned to him. “Yes, I forgive you, but I’ll swear not to pity you so long as you don’t pity me either.”

      He nodded emphatically. As they continued on, Ralph appeared as delighted as she felt to have a new friend. Since Aurelia was such a fan of pirates, and he’d been terribly awkward, he seemed eager to offer anything that might convince her she’d made the right choice in accepting his friendship. So he told her how he’d grown up on his father’s pirate ship before coming to live at home with his mother when she gave birth to his younger brother. He recounted several short tales in quick succession—once, he’d adopted a rat from the brig and named him Atilius before William let the ship’s resident cat loose in Ralph’s quarters. He never saw the rat again. Then, for an entire month, he had a crippling fear of codfish after one of the sailors pretended one could talk. He also told her how he wasn’t allowed to join raids, so while Copson’s pirates set upon another ship, William, Ralph, and another pirate child stole to the helm. William declared himself captain because it was his birthright, but Ralph wanted it because William always got to be captain, and the other child said the position was hers because she could shoot a gun better than both of them. Consequently, none of them were good captains, and they nearly ran the ship aground.

      Ralph successfully made Aurelia forget his inadvertent insults by the time he went home. Then she retired to her room, locked the door, and tore into William’s letter.

      
        
        Lady Aurelia,

        I hope you received the gold piece I sent and that its inclusion might sate any ideas you may have of sharing secrets against better judgment. If you did not receive it and Ralph decided to keep it and give you only this letter, pester him until he gives it up. He’s determined to be a proper gentleman, but he’s not good at it yet, so feel free to shame him.

        It also occurred to me shortly after writing my initial letter that you’ve probably never been to the open ocean. It’s one of the most incredible sights you could ever behold. On sunny days, the water is blue like the sky, but dark as pitch when you look down, for it swallows all light at its deepest. As we sail, it crashes against the ship with a noise like thunder, and when you’re standing on the deck, it seems like you’re on some powerful beast. Sometimes I stand on the bow (the front of the ship) where it feels like flying. The wind carries the scent of brine and the sea spray stings your cheeks.

        It’s entirely different when we’re anchored. The sea is so vast and incredible that it’s hard not to pitch yourself right into it—and I often do. You probably understand what that must be like, what with your recent escapade in the lake. Except the water is salty and filled with all manner of strange creatures.

        I’m sure you’ll have the opportunity to see it one day.

      

      
        
        William

        BURN AFTER READING

      

      

      

      Aurelia nearly kept this letter, but like the other, she set it in her fireplace, committing every word to memory while she watched all she knew of the ocean burn away.

      The letters came almost monthly after that—give or take a week or two—usually through the mail and sometimes with Ralph who often called upon the house. Each one was sealed with the Danby crest, which assured it came to her unread and entirely her own. Aunt Clara never asked after them, ignoring that Aurelia received any letters at all.

      It was the best summer she’d ever known. The boy who unknowingly had her heart sailed with it over the ocean, and she hoped he might one day bring it back to her.
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            THE GHOST IN THE BALLROOM

          

        

      

    

    
      When Aurelia was sixteen, Aunt Clara decided to have parties again.

      They’d been a usual occurrence in her aunt’s younger days—which were apparently vibrant and full of exciting social affairs—and their renewal made Aurelia realize how many friends Aunt Clara actually had, and that they were not all nasty crones with sagging skin and mouths full of worn teeth and complaints.

      They were society. And due to her lack of age and eligibility, Aurelia was not invited.

      Two years had passed since William saved her. Two years since she’d last seen him, but she’d received twenty-five letters, most of which she could nearly recite from memory.

      He told her of his travels—the Caribbean, North Africa, and exciting pirate cities run entirely by outlaws. Copson’s crew sailed through storms and vengeful seas that tried to swallow them whole, and sometimes the Fortuna Royale hit pockets of calm air and hardly moved at all—on those days, the crew had nothing better to do than lounge around deck and pray for a gust of wind. There were raids on merchant ships, friendly sword fights among the crew, and ghost stories told by lantern light on chilly nights, though William claimed ghosts were never a worry for them.

      Some letters were just about the ship—how it functioned with the different masts, sails, rigging, and everything in between—and how he managed to climb aboard other ships. He said some affixed gangplanks between the two decks, but he preferred to swing over on a rope, and she imagined this made him very dangerous and very brave.

      Now she could practically map out the Fortuna Royale in her head, and longed to board a ship—any ship—simply to watch it work.

      It’s what she thought about this morning as the servants put the finishing touches on the ballroom in preparation for tonight’s ball. They cleaned the bank of glass doors, polished chandeliers, and filled ornate vases with fresh carnations and roses in shades of yellow and orange that filled the room with their heady scent.

      Aurelia stood in the middle of it all, imagining she was a captain and the staff were her sailors. The walls fell away and the floor began to rock, setting her in the middle of the ocean with the sea breeze fluttering the ribbons in her hair.

      “Lady Clara has outdone herself.”

      Aurelia spun to find Ralph standing at the ballroom doors, dressed in burgundy with his hands clasped behind his back as he surveyed the room.

      “Hasn’t she?” Aurelia plucked a yellow carnation from one of the arrangements and held the petals to her face, grounding herself in the ballroom as her mind tried to convince her she stood on a wooden deck rather than marble floors.

      He lowered his voice as he approached. “I daresay it looks better than the rest of the home.”

      Aurelia buried her nose in the flower and inhaled deeply, smothering the urge to giggle. Now eighteen, Ralph was much taller, and he’d lost most of his roundness. He’d also started caring more about his appearance; he wore sensible colors that suited his complexion, and his golden hair was always combed back.

      It made Aurelia want to ruffle her hand through his perfect locks and tease him.

      But now he was a proper gentleman, and they were careful to stand far enough apart to avoid any hint of impropriety, especially as footmen and servants bustled around them. Aunt Clara warned that people might assume their friendship to be more, and Aurelia best be mindful of her attentions toward the middle Kingswood son.

      Her warnings were unnecessary though, since Aurelia didn’t think about Ralph like that, and she doubted he thought of her in such ways. They were comfortable friends, and the idea of something more between them felt as distant as the dry tales in her history books.

      And her heart was still very far away.

      “Are you coming tonight?” Aurelia asked.

      “I believe so. When my father is home, he takes my mother to all the parties she wants to attend.” His lips quirked, but it wasn’t quite a grimace. “Only now I’m old enough to go too, and I haven’t the heart to say no to her.”

      Aurelia tried not to let her excitement show. If the captain was in town, then that meant… “Is William back?”

      “God knows. I’ve barely even seen my father since he returned, let alone my brother.” He sidled out of the way as a maid bustled past with an armful of leaves and stems clipped from the bouquets. “Will I see you tonight?”

      Aurelia scrunched her nose. “No. My aunt won’t allow it until I’m out.”

      “Ah, how foolish of me to forget. Perhaps next year.”

      “I still won’t be out,” she said with a laugh.

      “My word,” he said, sounding put out even as his eyes shone with humor. “Will you ever grow up?”

      “I’m sure I’ll manage it one day.” Aurelia shoved the flower back into the vase as a servant noticed it in her hand and looked to be preparing to scold her. “For now I am so dreadfully jealous that I can hardly stand to look at you.” She glanced at him, fighting her smile as he smirked. “How dare you.”

      “A party without you will be no fun at all.” He pulled the same carnation from the bouquet and snapped off the stem.

      She waited for him to tell her to sneak into the party anyway, or meet him in the garden under cover of night so they could gorge themselves on tarts and punch he’d pilfered from the desert table. But Ralph didn’t think of such things. The son of a pirate he may be, but he’d only ever encourage her to do as she was told.

      With a quick movement, he stuck the flower into the end of her braid where it hung over her shoulder and shoved the broken stem into his coat.

      “Good,” Aurelia said, adjusting the flower to ensure it wouldn’t fall. “Enjoy nothing grand without me, and we can share our miseries over tea. Then in two years I may join you for all the fun.”

      “Mr. Kingswood!” Aunt Clara bustled into the room, her breathing labored with the effort. “Thank the Lord you’ve arrived. I must know your opinion on the food. Your mother has the finest tastes, and I would be mortified to disappoint her.”

      Ralph bowed. “My lady, I’m sure she’ll enjoy whatever you serve.”

      Aunt Clara tutted away his assurance and grabbed his arm. “She may say that, but you wouldn’t dare lie to me. Come this way. You’ll try the tarts first.”

      He offered one more grin in Aurelia’s direction before he was tugged away to cater to her aunt’s whims. This time, Aurelia didn’t bother to muffle her laughter as she flounced along behind them.

      Aunt Clara forbade Aurelia from sampling anything, claiming hers was not the opinion she wanted to hear and that a single bite wouldn’t leave enough for her guests. Ralph, however, nibbled enough to be polite before passing the rest to Aurelia under the guise of clasping his hands behind his back. She popped them into her mouth and studied the walls and Aunt Clara’s ugly art while Ralph offered courteous compliments about tonight’s menu. He joined the ladies for lunch and set off soon after.

      Aurelia lingered in the ballroom as the servants added final touches and adjusted floral arrangements, dodging Aunt Clara’s critiques of perfect decorations that came at exceedingly higher pitches as the afternoon hours faded to evening.

      “Be gone!” Aunt Clara finally said, shooing Aurelia toward the stairs. “Go to bed. This is no place for a child.”

      “Couldn’t I stay for just one dance?” Aurelia asked as she mounted the steps quickly enough to avoid her aunt’s swatting hand. “I’ll dance with Ralph where no one will see.”

      Aunt Clara’s face turned red as she sputtered. “I would think you too wise to suggest such a thing! You’d make a scandal of the Danby name and drag the good Kingswoods into infamy with you for all eternity. Absolutely not. I’ll hear nothing of it—go to bed.” She lumbered off, muttering, “You shan’t even look at a man till marriage!”

      Aurelia loitered at the top of the staircase for a moment before sprinting for her room. The first guests would arrive soon, and if there was a chance of spotting William, she’d be damned to miss it.

      She grabbed some parchment, scrawled a few words across its face, and shoved it into her pocket. Wrapping a heather shawl around her shoulders, she returned to the balcony over the foyer where she crouched in the darkness behind the banister, waiting silently as revelers began wandering through the door in sparkling gowns and nice hats.

      Music drifted through the air, mingling with the perfume of countless flowers in the bouquets and worn on lapels and held between carefully pinned curls. Aurelia had never heard or seen or smelled a fantasy as wonderful as the one Aunt Clara had designed on the lower floor.

      An hour passed, and Aurelia was so taken with the lovely distractions below that she nearly forgot why she waited in the shadows. But then the door opened, and a handsome couple entered.

      She knew, without a doubt, that these were the Kingswoods.

      The earl was tall and tan, his tawny hair turning gray at the temples and his beard trimmed to accentuate a strong, sharp jaw. A scar ran through his left cheek, but it looked fierce rather than frightening with his cutting blue eyes. She tried to imagine him with a cutlass at his hip and a tricorn hat, but the gentleman in black was so distinguished that she struggled to picture him as Captain Copson.

      But as surely as she was living, the king of the sea was here.

      At his side, the countess was the loveliest woman Aurelia had ever seen. Her black hair curled over bare shoulders that shimmered ever so slightly above a gown in the deepest shade of purple. Her dark eyes were lined and painted with shadow that matched her dress, and she would undoubtedly be the envy of every other woman here tonight.

      Behind them was Ralph, wearing black like his father. They moved through the foyer, greeting partygoers with smiles and clasped hands before disappearing into the ballroom.

      Then William swept through the door.

      Aurelia’s breath caught. He was twenty-one now, and more devastatingly handsome than she remembered. His shoulders had grown broader, filling his fitted navy coat, and he moved with easy confidence. Strands of black hair hung nearly to his eyes, and he casually swept them away from his face, his gaze drawn to the ballroom where his family mingled.

      Her memory hadn’t done him justice, and once again she was struck with the painful sense that there was no prince or knight achingly lovely enough to rival him.

      His eyes flicked upward.

      Aurelia gasped as he caught her stare and held it. A small grin spread over his lips, and he nodded in greeting.

      She scrambled for the top of the curving stairs, but stopped only a quarter of the way down, wary of anyone who might see her if she wandered too far from the shadows. Pursing her lips, she withdrew her note from her pocket, then bent forward and let it fall from her hand. It sailed down the stairs and landed on one of the lower steps.

      Sparing a glance at the party, William moved toward the note. He slipped it into his pocket, then mounted the first three stairs, coming up only as many as she’d come down. From inside his coat, he produced another letter and set it on the highest step he could reach from where he stood.

      The back of his hand was smooth and tan, but a bandage peeked from beneath the edge of his sleeve. She wanted to ask what it was for, but as he met her gaze again, she lost herself in his cobalt eyes, and her fingers twitched at the thought of what it might be like to touch the planes of his face.

      Say something, she told herself. Say hello.

      But before she could speak, William smiled and winked, then descended the stairs and disappeared into the ballroom, leaving her with a thundering heart.

      And the letter on the step.

      She snuck forward, grabbed it, and sprinted to the balcony. The letter carried a scent—like soap and salt and ink. Pausing next to the banister, she pressed the parchment to her nose and slowly inhaled.

      It would be very hard to burn this one.

      She remained on the balcony, unable to move toward her room despite the warm parchment begging to be read. Somewhere below her slippers was her love, whether he knew it or not, and she would be remiss if she didn’t see him at least once more…

      She turned back. The music covered her footsteps as she snuck down the stairs, through the foyer, and to the ballroom doors.

      Aurelia hadn’t glimpsed a proper fairy tale in four years, but the scene before might have been pulled straight from her dusty memories and imbued with color and magic. The air was heavy with laughter and song and springtime warmth. The doors to the garden were thrown open to let in the nightly breeze while nobles swayed and spun through intricate steps. Aunt Clara sat along one wall, smiling as though she were on a throne.

      And there, in the middle of swirling, colorful gowns and handsome, tailored coats, were the Kingswoods. The earl and countess glided expertly over the floor, as did Ralph, dancing with a young woman in a pale pink dress. William held a lady dressed in light green with jewels flashing in her hair.

      Aurelia wondered if she would ever be so beautiful—and by the time she was, would William notice? Or would it be too late?

      She shrank against the doorjamb as a couple flew by, and she cursed the wicked schemes that left her lonely in Aunt Clara’s house with only one true friend to speak of. And for the first time in her life, she despised her youth because she couldn’t be like the lovely debutantes who caught the attention and flattery of young men.

      Darkness passed over her. Aurelia looked up and paled.

      “To bed!” Aunt Clara hissed. “Away from here. This is no place for you.”

      “I was only⁠—”

      “The devil will mark you as his own forever if you’re seen.” Aunt Clara shooed her. “Go, and pray for your soul!”

      Rolling her eyes, Aurelia marched up the stairs and returned to her room where she opened the window so the strains of music from below could remind her of everything she was missing—a true, glimmering ball.

      With pirates.

      Oh, if only she were old enough. Someday she would be. Someday she would attend such grand affairs and be eligible for her own happy ending.

      I’ll be the most amazing debutante, she thought as she watched the stars. There were only two more years between now and then, and after she finally debuted, she’d dance with William, who would surely be back for at least one party.

      Remembering the letter, she freed it from her dress and opened it in the moonlight.

      
        
        Aurelia,

        I realized the other day as we pursued a rival ship that I’ve not yet recounted a battle for what I imagine must be an increasingly cumbersome arsenal of tales in your head.

        I suppose I might’ve held back, fearing for a lady’s sensitivities, but I found myself thinking of you in Lady Clara’s home—or worse, drinking tea with Ralph or whatever it is he bores you with—and decided it was very ungentlemanly of me to refrain from sharing some of the most exciting times at sea when you specifically asked me to tell you everything.

        We came upon the other ship in the morning before they could outrun us. The
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