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      May, 2020

      

      My Dear Readers,

      

      I am very pleased to bring you this Second Edition of A Scandal to Remember, with a new cover. However new it may look, rest assured that it still contains the same story of a beleaguered naval lieutenant, a determined lady conchologist, heart-stopping adventure, dangerous shipwreck and, finally, hard-won true love. Just the way you like it!

      

      Wishing you happy reading!

      

      
        
        Cheers, EEx

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Hannah,

        for her patience and brilliant assistance with plot points and character names, and for her general enthusiasm for the written word, but most especially

        for the delightful trove of sea chanteys she spent an entire road trip singing for me.

        I will cherish that day forever.

      

      

      

      
        
        May you always be able to find friends and recognize kindred spirits within the pages of a book.

        Weigh hey, roll and go!
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      H.M.S. TENACIOUS,

      PORTSMOUTH HARBOR, ENGLAND

      NOVEMBER, 1815

      Lieutenant Charles Dance was old enough and smart enough to know that some ideas were bad, right from the start.

      Some choices were no choice at all, especially when fueled by desperation. And some things were enough to drive a man to drink.

      Except that his captain was already drunk, reeling about his cabin, reeking of gin at ten o’clock in the morning.

      And they hadn’t even left Portsmouth dock.

      “Who in the hell are you?”

      “Lieutenant Dance, reporting for duty, sir.”

      The old sot of a captain blinked his rheumy eyes at Dance, and stepped curiously sideways, as if they were in high seas, and the deck were rising up to meet his foot.

      He squinted upward to try and focus on Dance’s rather tall person. “What are you doin’ here, man?”

      Dance ducked his head to step forward under the beams overhead. He never had fit in a damn frigate.

      “I’ve been assigned to Tenacious, Captain. I’ve come to be your first lieutenant, sir.” Dance raised his voice slightly, and enunciated his words, in case the man was deaf as well as drunker than a gin whore.

      “Damn your eyes. Stand still.”

      Not deaf then, but most assuredly a grizzled, grumpy old drunk who showed no signs of recognition, or cognizance, much less sobriety.

      Dance dug in his old blue uniform coat to produce his written orders, handed to him only that morning. The orders he had been desperate to accept, because he knew damn well he was unlikely to get another posting that seemed such an easy berth.

      He had been eight months out of employment, put ashore on half-pay and close rations like most of the fleet. Eight months of watching his chances of getting a better command dwindle to nothing, while better men—men with influence and connections—were deprived of their profession as well.

      Now that the navy had won the bloody war, and saved Britain from sure invasion, they were all redundant—a drain on a nation ready to forget the past and be pleased with the future.

      The trouble was, of course, that after so many years of war, Dance and men like him were unfit for any other gainful profession. Unfit for any other company but their own.

      Which might explain why his captain was drunk and alone.

      “My orders are to join you for this voyage to the South Seas, sir. An expedition of the Royal Society, is it not? Slated to leave as soon as the ship has finished being made ready?”

      Dance had jumped to accept his old friend Will Jellicoe’s suggestion that he take the commission aboard Tenacious.

      Such a lengthy expedition looked to provide suitable, easy employment for several years, even without the added bonus of a monetary prize from the Duke of Fenmore for safeguarding the expedition of naturalists under the duke’s liberal patronage. One didn’t turn down a patron like the Duke of Fenmore, even if it meant signing on with a captain who looked as if he ought to have been put to bed with a cannonball years ago.

      Dance might have expected that Captain Muckross be old and less than accomplished. Energetic, successful captains were unlikely to be given such an unimportant—by Admiralty standards—commission as a tame expedition of dull naturalists.

      But what choice did he have? A bad situation was better than no situation at all. He had rather take his chances with a decrepit captain, in a decrepit ship, than sit about in his decrepit lodging house wishing he were anywhere else.

      The decrepit old sot of a captain was still trying in vain to focus upon the paper Dance extended toward him, but failed.

      Instead, he waved his new lieutenant away with an impatient, ill-coordinated sweep of his arm that nearly toppled him into a chair.

      “Well then, what are you gawping about here, boy? Get your bloody arse topside, and leave me in peace. Be about your damn business.”

      Dance folded his orders away, and took his arse topside, where there was plenty of damn business to see to.

      The evidence of the captain’s mismanagement was everywhere—the ship was a hovel, about as decrepit and ill-kept as a Royal Navy frigate could be, and still be afloat. Lines were slack and rotting. Hardware and fittings were ill-used, and in bad repair. The entire vessel was filthy and stank like a stale gin mill.

      In its present state, Tenacious was nothing better than a floating coffin.

      It would take a week of work just to sort out the good from the bad, and replace the most pressing of the vessel’s rotting needs.

      And then there was the matter of who might pay for such repairs. Even within the Admiralty, repairs cost hard money. The yards at Portsmouth shipyard only disgorged their stores readily for captains willing and able to pay.

      Dance didn’t mind spending other men’s money—the captain’s or the Duke of Fenmore’s, it mattered not—especially if it would keep him from a watery grave.

      Because in its present state, the ship would see them all drowned before they reached Salvador de Bahia.

      Dance ascended the ladder to the quarterdeck slowly, mentally cataloguing everything that needed to be done, and wondering why that very same work wasn’t presently being done. A very few men idled about, squinting at him without much curiosity, a stranger in their midst. And the quarterdeck, upon which at least one officer should have appeared on duty, was deserted.

      “Who has the deck?” Dance asked no one in particular and everyone within earshot, if only to see who would answer.

      No one.

      Interesting. And disheartening. There was a tension, a holding back that told him Tenacious was a distrustful, secretive ship.

      “You there.” Dance called to the only sailor he could find on deck—a fellow lounging near the base of the mainmast, whittling carefully away at some piece of knifework. An idle topman from the looks of his once-bright kerchief and gold-ringed ear, with twoscore years to his tattooed hide. “Who has the deck?”

      The sailor squinted up at Dance from the comfort of his carving. “No watches in port.” And then he added as a sort of afterthought, “Sir.”

      “The hell you say.” Dance had never heard of such idleness. He was no martinet for strict discipline, but in all his years of being at sea, he had never been aboard a Royal Navy vessel that did not keep some sort of watch schedule, even in port. “Who has charge as the senior officer here?”

      The idler had the good sense to hear the outrage in Dance’s tone, and shuffle to his feet, but the mahogany-skinned tar still looked at Dance as if he feared the new lieutenant had taken a blow to the head, though he tugged his forelock in belated deference. “Not sure.”

      Dance had always thought of himself as a patient man. He had never been the hellfire-and-brimstone sort—hellfire and brimstone always took too much energy that could be put to better use. “Let me rephrase. Who is the senior officer who is not currently drunk?”

      The tar’s wrinkled face creased into a wry smile. “Not currently? Couldn’t say for sure, sir. No accounting for officers’ tastes.” And knowing he had already said too much, the man added, “Begging yer pardon, sir.”

      Bloody blue fuck. This is what he had come to, amusing men who didn’t give a damn if he could have them flogged within an inch of their life. “What is your name, topman?”

      “Flanaghan, sir. Topman as you say. Captain of the main.”

      Irish. Which accounted for both the sunburned skin and the wry humor. But which also meant that Flanaghan was possessed of some skill as well as humor—he was a figure of authority, having been elected by the other men working his mast to lead them. A good man to have on his side.

      “Flanaghan.” Dance impressed the name and the red face upon his memory, the same as he would need to do with every man jack aboard the ship. “Best to stand to something approaching attention, Flanaghan. I’m sure we’ll all be better for the exercise. Who are your officers?”

      “Well.” The bronzed tar kept up his wry air. “There’s you, looks like.”

      “No points for the easy fruit, Flanaghan. Lieutenant Dance. I’m assigned to be first.” Dance did not extend his hand to shake, but took the opportunity to avail himself of Flanaghan’s wry honesty. “Who was first before me?”

      Flanaghan shook his head. “Haven’t had a first in all the time I been with her.”

      Fuck all. The short hairs on the back of Dance’s neck stood up. He’d never heard of a navy ship without a first officer. Perhaps the captain wasn’t merely a useless drunk, but an abusive tyrant who couldn’t keep officers. “Does Tenacious have a sailing master?”

      “Old Doc Whitely, sir, be sailing master.”

      “Doc?”

      “Doctor they call him, on account of him having taken holy orders once upon a time in his life back in Norfolk, afore he escaped the preaching and come to sea some thirty years ago.”

      A strange, gentleman’s education for a warrant officer, but Dance was happy enough to have a man of some learning in charge of the education of others—the sailing master being the instructor in navigation for any ship’s midshipmen. “Lieutenants and midshipmen?”

      “No young gentlemen. Only Lieutenant Lawrence. He be young. Only passed for lieutenant at the end of our last cruise.”

      “And when was Tenacious’s last cruise, Flanaghan?”

      “We come into Portsmouth on Michaelmas, sir.”

      So the ship and what might be left of her crew had been sitting idle for two months, growing barnacles on her hull since September, with no industry under a drunken captain, an elderly master, and a green boy as lieutenant.

      “How many men has Tenacious lost since then?”

      “Couldn’t rightly say, sir, as I never learnt my numbers that high.”

      Another wry joke, Dance was sure, but it soured his gut all the same.

      This was his lot in life—the dregs from the bottom of the Admiralty’s brine-filled barrel. And likely the other remaining inmates of this floating prison were the same—too stupid or too lazy to go elsewhere.

      “Pass word for the muster and punishment books to be brought to me, as well as the watch bills.”

      Although all of the ship’s books were under the ultimate authority of the captain, such books about the disposition of the crew—the positions and skills they held—were the responsibility of the first lieutenant.

      But without a first lieutenant, Tenacious’s books must have fallen to the sailing master. “Send the compliments of the deck that Lieutenant Dance wishes to speak to Mr. Whitely.”

      While he waited for Flanaghan to carry out his order, Dance began making a list in his head of all the tasks for immediate attention, starting with the ramshackle animal pens moldering at the aft end of the quarterdeck. A single goat and a few skinny chickens picked their way through dark piles of straw dank with the ammonia reek of urine.

      The whole of it would need an unholy holystoning to clear out both the rats that were bound to be nestled in the bedding, and the stink.

      But it was going to take more than holystones and lime to make Tenacious over into anything resembling a working naval ship.

      Everywhere he looked was work left undone by a lazy, shiftless crew. Broken ratlines in the shrouds. Loose hardware in the main chains. Slack halyards from the tops.

      And he wasn’t the only one looking. No. He could feel the touch of the eyes of the men sizing him up, placing him in the rigid hierarchy of the navy by his age and the wear on his lieutenant’s uniform.

      Best to get it over with and let them have an eyeful. They’d find out the sort of man he was soon enough.

      Dance stood at the quarterdeck rail and let himself be seen. He could still feel the weight of the crew’s curiosity, though they sifted out slowly to have a better look at him, like rats blinking in the watery sunshine, when a large fellow with the greasy look of a well-fed barn cat—not enough of a pet to be altogether civilized—picked his way up the nearby companionway ladder.

      With one foot over the combing, the man paused and narrowed his face, as if he could scent the particular stench of a superior officer in the air.

      Fair enough—Dance’s hackles were standing up as well. Instinct honed by years of service told Dance this man was his natural enemy in a way that neither the French nor the Americans had ever been.

      But he knew better than to let it show. When Flanaghan returned, shifting his eyes from Dance to the bulky man as if measuring them up, one against the other, Dance simply pretended he hadn’t seen.

      The bulky man’s self-created uniform marked him as a warrant officer, a fact which Flanaghan immediately confirmed when he finally spoke.

      “Mr. Ransome be bosun.” The topman said the name quietly, and all but made the sign of the cross, as if he would ward off the evil eye that the bosun surely possessed.

      The few men who had ventured out to have a look at Dance moved away from the bosun without a sound, dispersing to quieter, safer corners—rats scuttling back into the comfort of the dark.

      So. It was like that.

      Bosuns were rarely popular men—it was their job to keep the crew at their work, and to punish those found lagging—but on first impression Dance thought Mr. Ransome was the sort to be rather more hated and feared than he was respected.

      Dance would have to think and move quickly to gain the upper hand.

      He smiled and spoke in the instant before the bosun opened his mouth—nothing was as effective as getting in the first word. “Mr. Ransome, I presume. Call all hands.”

      But Ransome proved to be a devilishly cool customer, with mettle in his backbone. He took a long moment to look at this specimen of a lieutenant, as if he had seen twenty such men before, and found them all lacking. “And who be you?”

      “The fellow with white facing on his coat, Mr. Ransome.” Dance indicated the sign of his rank, but kept his tone level, giving no room for argument. “Call all hands.”

      The greasy bastard—and within the last few moments Dance had come to the conclusion that the man was indeed a clever bastard—slid his eyes sideways, and hesitated just long enough to set a quick match to Dance’s normally slow-burning temper.

      Dance wasn’t a man given to ostentatious displays of either valor or displeasure. He did not indulge in fits, or set himself against other men. It wasn’t his way—it was too much work and too much excitement for too little return.

      But for some reason he had no time to fathom, he wanted to take Ransome on.

      In less time than it took the big man to narrow his bulbous, round eyes, Dance had snatched the whistle that was the bosun’s badge of office from around his neck, and snapped it off its chain in one swift, violent tug.

      He had the whistle to his mouth and was shrilly piping all hands before the belligerent man had instinctively reached out his hand to grab it back.

      Dance pivoted neatly out of the bosun’s reach, and looked pointedly at the big ham hock of a hand that hung in the air between them.

      “Careful, Mr. Ransome,” he said in a low voice. “Striking a superior officer is a hanging move.”

      Dance tossed the brass whistle back, and kept his voice low and even—conciliatory almost. “And I would advise you to repair your whistle, so that you are prepared to do your job the next time I might require you to do so.”

      The bastard was cagey enough to knuckle his forehead. But his greasy smile and sideways glance told Dance that there would be a reckoning.

      “Another word of advice, Mr. Ransome.” Again, Dance made his voice conversational, bland even, and he kept his eyes on the men assembling under the waist. “I’m not a bastard for having my way. But I’ll expect you to see to your duty, and fulfill your orders when I ask you to. We’ll find our feet with each other, Mr. Ransome. And the sooner you understand where my toes start and yours leave off, the better off we’ll all be.” Dance nodded easily. “And now, with the compliments of the deck, I’ll ask you to call your men.”

      Ransome slid apart from Dance, and started bawling what was necessary, taking his frustrations out on the hapless onlookers, lashing out indiscriminately with his cane.

      “Look alive there. Look alive.” He let a roar down the main hatchway, “Out or down. Out or down. Rouse you out, you grass-combing lubbers.”

      Within two minutes, Dance counted perhaps sixty men grouped loosely in the waist before him, instead of the one hundred and forty that was the usual complement of a frigate in wartime.

      Even with allowances for the peace, Tenacious was severely undermanned.

      And with only two other officers, and no midshipmen—he would have to see to that straightaway.

      “Mr. Ransome, I’ll have the punishment and muster rolls, if you please.” Dance was careful to let Ransome have something of his way, and be seen to have a superior knowledge of the ship’s people.

      “The rolls? Sir?”

      There was enough real confusion in the man that Dance could take his hesitation for something other than insolence.

      “The books, Mr. Ransom, with the names of the crew and their positions and their allotment into starboard and larboard watches. The muster and punishment rolls.”

      “Captain Muckross is not one much given to scribblin' nor record keeping.”

      Again, Dance was no slave to Admiralty regulations, but he had never heard of a ship that didn’t at least keep the minimum of records, especially a daily log and the names and wages of its crew.

      “Mr. Ransome, if you do not know where or by whom they are kept, then kindly find me someone who does know.”

      “Givens,” the mate growled.

      Another man, as well-padded as the bosun, stepped forward.

      Even without an introduction, Dance would have known the man was the purser. He had the nip-cheese look of the profession—the sort of man whose rat-quick eyes were constantly estimating the value of everything he saw.

      “Mr. Mathias Givens, purser, at your service, Lieutenant.” The man even went so far in currying Dance’s favor that he doffed his hat.

      Dance had met his type before, oily and obsequious in his obvious attempts to please, but secretive and greasy behind one’s back.

      “Mr. Givens, I require the ship’s books, specifically the muster and punishment logs.”

      “But the punishment…” The purser’s eye slid back to the bosun.

      And well they should, as the bosun was the one who carried out all punishments, and in the absence of a senior officer—at least one sober enough to write down the offense and its consequence in lashes—Dance would have expected a man like Ransome to have kept the books himself.

      Interesting. Neither man claimed the responsibility.

      “Find them. Now.” Dance put all the cynical perturbation he could muster into his voice. “Best to sort the bad facts out sooner rather than later. In the meantime⁠—”

      Dance took out his own hardbound blank book—brought in the now clearly foolish hope that he might write an account of the voyage himself for publication. “But as you will be engaged in finding the existing logs, I will need you to furnish the name of a literate man who can act as a clerk for the interim.”

      “A clerk?” The purser licked his lips and looked more than flustered. “I’m sure I can do all that’s required, sir.”

      “Not while you’re employed in the hunt for those books, Mr. Givens. A name, if you please?”

      “If you’ll pardon me, sir.” One of the younger members of the crew, a wiry boy with a shock of sun-bleached blond hair, stepped forward. “I knows all my letters and numbers, sir. And can read and write.”

      “Excellent.” Here was his first piece of luck, but hopefully not his last. “Your name?”

      “Morris, sir.”

      “Morris, you are hereby promoted to clerk, unless you are one of Flanaghan’s men.” Dance was careful not to take on the whole of the damn ship in this, his first battle. “In which case, your promotion is ad hoc and only for as long as it is necessary. At present, you will assist me in taking down the names of this crew.”

      He would meet each man, find his profession if he had one, his years and his level of skill. And see also what sort of men he was missing.

      With Morris situated on an upturned cask, Dance had restored enough of the balance of power in his favor to be able to redress Mr. Ransome.

      “I’ll have the professionals first, Mr. Ransome, followed by the topmen.”

      As the men working the sails would be directly under his command, Dance wanted a good look at them, for their skill and professionalism would be put to the test in rounding the cape of South America, a difficult task in a good ship, and an impossible one in anything less.

      “But before we start, I will tell you, one and all, that your hours of leisure are over. From this moment, until the moment we warp over our anchors and proceed down Channel, you will have nothing but unremitting work. Hard work. This ship, in its present state, is unfit for service, and a blight upon the honor of every man jack that belongs to her. You may all be perfectly resigned to sending yourselves to the bottom, but I for one am not. And so we will work, and we will refit this vessel from her loose tops to her rotten bottom.”

      Dance leaned his arms on the quarterdeck rail and looked down at Tenacious’s ragtag people with what he hoped was stoic severity.

      “We’re going to make something of this ship, if it kills us all.”
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      In the chill November wind of Portsmouth harbor, the unsteady mixture of hope and nerve that had sustained Jane Eliza Burke through long months of clandestine planning and preparation burned away like the morning’s fog, leaving her nothing but her naked, shivering ambition.

      And her determination.

      Pray God that determination held firm.

      Because she had only this one chance to make all the years of study and sacrifice come right. It must be now, or it would be never.

      And never was a very, very long time.

      Jane forced a deep, calming breath into her lungs, and told herself that all she had to do was tell the truth. The Bible said the truth would set her free, and so she would make it do so.

      The truth was that she was J.E. Burke, the conchologist. She was an experienced, knowledgeable naturalist who was more than capable of fulfilling all the needs and requirements of the Royal Society’s expedition. She was. She had arranged everything in readiness.

      There. She had almost convinced herself.

      But the wretched truth was that she was terrified. Terrified that they would not accept her aboard. Terrified that they would. So terrified, the pounding of her own blood filled her ears.

      Her grip grew hot and clammy on the tiller of her well-packed sailing pinnace, and a cold coil of worry twisted up her insides, until she felt she couldn’t breathe.

      She almost pushed the tiller of the little pinnace hard to port, and headed back across the bay toward Ryde, and home. Almost.

      But she didn’t. Because it was already too late. She was there—the hull of the big ship loomed above her, and sharp eyes had already detected her presence.

      A sailor’s shaggy head appeared over the rail.

      “Whatta ya want?”

      Jane swallowed against the sudden dryness in her throat, and said the words she had rehearsed all the way across the bay. And longer than that—all through the summer and autumn.

      “I am J.E. Burke, the Conchologist.”

      The sailor’s response was entirely underwhelming. “So?”

      Of all the responses she had imagined—from outright hostility to her papa’s sort of patronizing dismissal—Jane had never imagined she would generate this sort of idle apathy.

      She firmed her quaking voice. “I wish to come aboard.”

      “No women aboard,” the sailor said sourly. “Lieutenant sent all the whores ashore.”

      Heat burst into her cheeks with such fiery force that Jane thought the brim of her wide felt hat might catch fire. She clamped a hand atop her head just to be sure, and tilted her chin up to speak so she would be understood.

      “I am not a wh-” She could not even say the vulgar word. “I am a member of the Royal Society’s expedition and⁠—”

      The sailor let out a raucous, gull-like cackle of a laugh, and spat over the side. “Sell me another tale, sweetling.”

      Jane pulled her thick wool cloak tighter, as if its folds were armor against the sailor’s derision.

      She put all the lofty surety her aunt Celia, the Viscountess Darling, employed when speaking to recalcitrant men. “I assure you, my good man, I am a member of the Royal Society’s expedition. And I should like to speak to someone in charge.”

      “Not worth my hide.” The sailor shook his shaggy head, but turned to someone behind him. “Lookit,” he called to someone out of Jane’s sight. “Have a look at this shorebird.”

      Another head, this one sporting a gap-toothed grin, now gaped down at her. “Damnedest whore I ever saw. Looks more like a lady parson.”

      At their loud guffaws, more faces appeared from above, staring down at her. “P’raps it is a lady parson, sent by the lieutenant to preach sobriety to us.”

      “I tell you what?” The first sailor leaned his elbows over the rail. “Instead o’ you comin’ aboard, why don’t I come down to your little skiff, and you can preach your little sermon to my pri⁠—”

      “Mercer.” A deep voice cut across the sailor’s lewd invitation like a dark wave, drowning him out. “What goes on?”

      Jane peered around the edge of her luffing sail to find three other boats riding the choppy waves not more than ten yards off. The vessels were manned with a motley-looking assortment of sailors, scarlet-coated soldiers, and shivering boys.

      But the voice must have come from the tall, stony-faced officer standing in the stern of the second boat.

      The officer whose rock heavy displeasure bored into Jane and the sailor, alike.

      The miscreant at the rail above tugged his forelock to the officer. “Lieutenant Dance, sir. Just havin’ a bit of fun with some bird⁠—”

      “Mercer.” The officer’s growl carried effortlessly across the water between them, instantly silencing all opposition.

      And then he turned his displeased attention solely to Jane. “Madam.” He touched the brim of his dark beaver hat in every appearance of civility, but his voice was hard and unwelcoming. “Pray explain yourself.”

      The look the officer bent upon her was so keen and sharp with intelligence, Jane thought he could cut to the heart of her at a glance.

      The look he gave her—gave them all, to be fair—was nothing short of intimidating. This man did not have to rehearse his surety. Everything about him was certain and authoritative, even predatory. The wide set of his eyes gave him the look of a night hunting owl, all pitiless hunter.

      And she felt entirely like his prey—a gray mouse of a woman. This morning, she had selected her clothes for ease and practicality, for looking serious and scholarly and scientific. Armor against skepticism. Now, she felt dowdy and insignificant. Unworthy.

      But she was not unworthy. She was J. E. Burke, the conchologist, and she deserved to be there.

      Jane fumbled for the packet of letters—her correspondence with Sir Joseph Bank’s clerk at the Royal Society—to show him the proof. Yet her hands shook so hard she nearly sent the lot fluttering over the water.

      The suffocating heat began in her chest, squeezing the air from her timid lungs.

      Oh, God, not now. Not in front of this pitiless man, and all these men staring down at her. “Forgive me. I…?”

      “Forgive me, madam.” He touched his dark bicorn hat again, recalled to his manners by her distress. “Lieutenant Dance of Tenacious at your service.”

      He did not look as if he were at her service. He looked as if he were at her inconvenience. As if he were exhausting a very short supply of patience just to speak to her.

      Of all the things Jane had imagined—and she had imagined a fantastical assortment things about this voyage which likely had no basis in reality—she had not imagined handsome, impatient young men.

      Old, dignified naturalists, yes.

      Beautiful men, no.

      Above her head, the impatient, not-so-beautiful man Mercer was giving his side of the story. “She said as how she was to come aboard, sir. So I told her you’d already had the whores rousted out.”

      “Mercer.” The deep tone grew more laconic, though the lieutenant’s face was as calm and stoic as the sea, grim and unreadable—neither his face nor his voice gave anything away.

      “Apologies, madam.” He directed that dark baritone at her. “I believe you must have mistaken our vessel for another. This is His Majesty’s Ship Tenacious, bound for the South seas on an expedition of the Royal Philosophical Society. Perhaps I can assist you by directing you elsewhere?”

      Jane fought down the urge to take the excuse he so readily offered. To retreat to her soft, predictable, mousy life. To give in gracefully, while she still had the chance.

      But if she gave up now without a fuss, she would never know what she was capable of. Never find out who she might have been, or what she might have accomplished if only she had had the nerve.

      If she did not make the attempt—foolish as it was—she would never know if her detractors—her parents and the local doctor, and any others who said she wasn’t capable—were wrong.

      She closed her eyes against the sight of the men and the boats and the bright light shining off the water, and drew a long draught of air in through her nose. And again, in and out.

      She put her hand to her chest and felt the reassuring movement of her ribs in and out. In and out until she could speak.

      “I thank you, sir.” Jane had to tip her head back in order to look him in the eye. “But my ship is His Majesty’s Ship Tenacious. I am J. E. Burke, the conchologist. I am a member of that very expedition.”

      The raucous silence which greeted her pronouncement nearly unnerved her. Even the gulls across the harbor ceased their endless screeching. The steady slap of the water against the pinnace seemed to fade into nothingness in the still air.

      Jane braced herself for the inevitable objection, the hasty judgement and blanket dismissal she had endured every day of her adult life.

      But she had misjudged him, for when he spoke, there was no hint of any censure or displeasure.

      “I see. One moment, if you please, ma’am, while we square things away. If you would just lay off a bit, ma’am, we’ll lay alongside her and get this sorted out.”

      No huff or disdain. No sneer of disbelief.

      Jane did have to work to decipher the officer’s naval talk—she could sail a small pinnace, but had never much been around naval men—and attempted to put her boat’s luffing sail back into the wind.

      But in the shelter of the tall hull, and in the constantly shifting space between the boats, she could find no wind, and fumbled as the bobbing pinnace drifted toward, rather than away from him.

      She could feel the creeping pressure start up again in her chest, which only made her clumsier, fumbling and bumbling in her attempts to push the tiller in the right direction.

      The officer either ran out of patience, or found it—either way, he mercifully intervened.

      “Mercer, take charge of the lady’s boat. Madam?”

      And there he was, standing in the stern of his boat as it slid between her vessel and the ship’s hull, ready to assist her, impervious to the rise and fall of the boat beneath his feet, holding his bare hand out to her as if he were a perfect, if rough, gentleman, courteously handing her onto a ballroom floor, and not across a crowded boat, and onto a Royal Navy ship.

      As if he really were going to assist her aboard.

      Jane was too shocked to move. And where on earth in that crowded boat was she to step? Good Lord, did he mean to take her into his arms?

      And just as if he had read her overactive mind, he growled, “Give way.”

      In the ship’s boat, the sailors slid apart on the thwarts, the sea of blue coats parting at Moses’ gruff command.

      There was nothing for her to do but gather every ounce of courage she had saved up through years and years of merely dreaming instead of doing, and give the tall officer her hand, and hope that his chivalry would somehow extend to the rest of the assemblage—who would all have a prime view up her lady parson-like skirts if she were to climb up the ladder cut into the side of the hull.

      Clearly, the officer felt her hesitation.

      “Up you go, madam.” His voice held something—a knowing hint of laughter that sounded very much like amusement at her expense—but before she could object his sure hand was at her waist, clasping her securely through the material of her cloak, and boosting her up the ladder cut into the side as if she weighed no more than an empty sea chest.

      Jane scrambled upward without knowing how she did so. It was as if her mind had gone completely and utterly blank. No one—not even her family had ever touched her so familiarly.

      She had felt the press and span of this stranger’s hand all the way to the boning in her stays.

      And to make matters worse, once upon the deck she mistimed her step. Or rather, the deck seemed to fall from beneath her foot when it ought it to have risen, whereupon Jane pitched face-first toward the wooden flooring, knocking the wind out of her lungs.

      She landed like a fish out of water, stunned and gasping for air. And exposing her boot-clad ankles.

      Before she had time to do anything more than feel a hot blush heating her face, a guiding hand came under her arms and hoisted her to her feet.

      Though his hands were gentle, his voice was all barely restrained amusement. “Careful, madam.”

      Jane hid her embarrassment by busying herself straightening her skirts, and setting her sturdy hat to rights to save herself the trouble and dismay that would be sure to follow should she look at the men who had but lately mistaken her for a superannuated whore.

      Now they would think her a clumsy old whore, to boot.

      And she’d never seen so many men in her life. Not even at the meetings of the Isle of Wight’s Naturalist's Society that met regularly at the assembly rooms over the the Fountain of England Inn in Cowes.

      Every size and shade of man she could think possible were before her. Small, tall, round, and lanky. Officers and sailors. Young and old. As ugly as a worn old boot and as handsome as the lieutenant.

      Not that the lieutenant was handsome, now that she had a closer look at his wide, sharp owl’s face.

      He was too dark for handsome—dark hair and darkened skin from the constant exposure to the sun, and those relentlessly sharp, dark green, wide-set eyes. Much too predatory for handsome. Though he must be a gentleman, since he was an officer, there was something about him—an air of something uncivilized under the smooth covering veneer of his uniform coat.

      That barely restrained amusement—that sense that he was laughing at her— she could feel as surely as she had his touch.

      A younger, blue-coated officer hurried across the deck. “Mr. Dance, sir,” the younger man stammered. “Welcome back aboard.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Lawrence. Anything to report? Has that anchor cable on the second bower been swapped out yet? But first let me introduce you.”

      The tight feeling of alarm eased from her chest. Here were manners she understood. Perhaps this lieutenant was not so very uncivilized after all. Jane lifted her chin, and tried to put her most serene, accomplished expression on her face.

      “I’ve brought us another lieutenant—pending the captain’s approval, of course.”

      The lieutenant put his hands on Jane’s shoulders to shift her to the right, away from the ladder—just shifted her right over, as if she were a sea chest, or any other inanimate object in his way.

      How lowering.

      Jane covered her mortification, and the rather alarming feeling of being so casually and continuously touched by a man, by busying herself with scientific observation.

      Lieutenant Dance was the tallest of the three young officers arrayed before her, as well as the oldest. And he was the most senior in other ways as well—in the commanding, loose-limbed way he held himself, as if he were very much at home on the ship, and within his own skin.

      Another officer, this one only slightly younger than Lieutenant Dance, had came up the ladder to be introduced.

      “Lieutenant Able Simmons is an old shipmate of mine from our days on Irresistable, as Captain McAlden renamed the old Swiftsure we took at Trafalgar. Able, this is Mr. James Lawrence, who I hope will be glad of the assistance in having another officer to stand watches.”

      “Very glad, I’m sure.” The younger officer, Mr. Lawrence, a thin young man of some one and twenty years, held himself much more stiffly, as he shook hands with the third officer, who appeared to be somewhere between the two others in age, with a lighter, sandy complexion.

      “Good.” Dark Lieutenant Dance looked pleased, thought he did not actually smile. But his face softened a bit, and it somehow made him look more human, and less of a displeased, stone-carved god.

      “I’ve also brought up a half-dozen infant midshipmen the Marine Society has taken fresh from the parish rolls. They’ve been scrubbed and all but holystoned to free them of passengers. Take them to Mr. Whitely, if you would, and have him find them a berth and put them to making their hammocks.”

      Passengers? Did he mean pests?

      Jane’s hands instinctively went to the folds of her cloak to pull it aside, as the boys in question tumbled up the ladder and onto the deck like a pack of untrained puppies.

      Lieutenant Dance gave her an amused, wry slice of a smile that almost curved up one side of his mouth. “That’s right, ma’am—fleas, lice, and the like. The lads have been scrubbed within an inch of their lives, but best watch your skirts.”

      He was being deliberately provocative. Testing her out.

      This must be the uncivilized, secretly laughing lieutenant’s attempt at humor, for nothing else could have caused his stony facade to crack into that hint of a smile.

      Jane decided there and then to disoblige him by making him smile full out. She gave him her own best, most amused smile. “So kind of you, Lieutenant, to assume that I am not carrying any vermin as well.”

      Oh, that brought his stony gaze straight back to hers, and for just one instant, his eyes widened as if in astonishment, or pleasure, or…something.

      She could not be sure, because in the next instant his dark eyebrow shot upward as he fired off another wry salvo. “To be honest, ma’am, you look as though you’ve already had a holystoning.”

      Well. Jane would have admired his wit if she hadn’t been its target. She could feel her ears grow hot under the cover of her hat. She had never in her life heard, or been subjected to such flagrant innuendo.

      She had never heard such a comment made about her person. It made her feel as if she had been holystoned—all her fragile delusions scrubbed away. How provoking. And provocative.

      “How good of you to notice, Lieutenant.”

      And that was the moment when he stopped running his eyes over the whole of the ship, and stopped to look at her. Really look at her for more than a moment.

      As if he had not seen her before, but was now trying to see inside her, into the busy workings of her mind.

      The effect was unnerving. His eyes were a very deep green. As green as the South Seas she had dreamed about in her narrow bed at night.

      What a strange, unwelcome thought.

      Jane might have felt the heat of her mortification return, but the moment passed—the lieutenant had already turned away, back to the business of his ship.

      “Take ’em below, Mr. Lawrence,” he ordered with a nod at the shivering boys. “And see to making men, if not gentlemen, out of them.” Then he turned back to the hubbub of men idling on every side, and roared, “Now get that cutter swayed up. You idlers—lend a hand here.”

      And off he went, supervising as the cutter—the boat Lieutenant Dance and this cargo of boys had come in—was brought up over the side by both ingenious pulleys and brute strength, and swayed inboard.

      Right toward her head.

      “Oh!” Jane pitched herself flat onto the deck.

      “Hold fast. Bloody—” The lieutenant was back to her in a flash, pulling her up and bodily away from the path of the hanging boat. “Handsomely now, ma’am. Miss G.D. Burke, was it?”

      Oh, how very, very lowering. She was all squashed into his coat, with his arm wrapped around her back to crowd her into his chest so he could drag her away from the rail, and he could not even remember her name.

      “Yes, sir. Miss Jane Burke,” she answered into the warm wool of his coat. Her voice sounded small and breathless, but her chest didn’t feel at all tight. How curious. “The conchologist,” she tried again. “J. E. Burke.”

      “So you said.” A deep frown—a scowl almost—etched itself like steel down the middle of the lieutenant’s forehead. “I suppose I ought to ask, just what is a conchologist, Miss Burke?”

      “Conchology is the study of seashells, of the form of the animal’s shell.” Back on more familiar ground, both metaphorically and literally, Jane’s voice sounded more normal. “I am the author of⁠—”

      But the lieutenant did not seem particularly interested in her bona fides. “As you say, ma’am.”

      He touched his hat again and steered her away from the hoist. “If you would be so kind as to stay here at the taffrail, where you’re out of the way, until the Royal Society fellows can get you sorted out.”

      “Yes. Quite.” Jane nodded as if she were manhandled by tall, steely, handsome lieutenants quite every other day. As if it hadn’t been the strangest, most astonishing occurrence of her rather quiet, parochial life. “I’ll look forward to being sorted.”

      Oh, Lord. The look the lieutenant bent upon her—his incredulous, wide-eyed scowl—told her she had said the very wrong thing.

      The corner of the lieutenant’s mouth twitched upward into a smile, though he tried to chew down on his lower lip to keep his stony face. But his voice was nigh unto full of that wry amusement. “His Majesty’s Royal Navy will do what it can to accommodate you, madam. I’ll be damned if it won’t.”

      Oh, Lord. She wasn’t going to the South Seas—she’d never make it that far. She was going to go up in a flame of astonishment, singed to an ashy crisp, right there in Portsmouth harbor.

      Lieutenant Dance—what a name for a man so tall and imposing that he looked as if he had never danced in his life.

      His head would have scraped the low ceiling of the Fountain Inn’s ancient assembly rooms. And his expression was so carved into his face as to make it seem likely that he never unbent enough to enjoy anything so frivolous as a country dance.

      Of course, neither had she. She had always been too busy with their work, hers and papa’s. Planning and arranging all their collecting. Making sure everything was just so.

      But the lieutenant was not in the least similarly affected. He carried on as if he made such saucy quips every day. “If you’ll give me a moment before your sorting, Miss Burke—” His attention shifted back to his sailorly business. “Mind that hoist, man. Damn your eyes. You’re in Portsmouth harbor, under the eyes of the bloody fleet, man. Have some pride.”

      Jane had never in her life heard such a load of cursing—her ears felt positively singed. And she was nearly bowled over by two seamen jostling by with crates perched high on their shoulders.

      She dodged out of the way, and bumped up into some deck furnishing of some kind.

      “Careful, ma’am,” the lieutenant said again.

      Jane felt all the fortification her clumsiness could bring. “Perhaps it were best, if I went somewhere else, so I am not so very much in your way? Perhaps it were best if I spoke to someone else—Sir Richard Smith, or the captain?”

      The look on the lieutenant’s face turned from wry to sour amusement. “You may try, madam, but I would save your breath to cool your porridge. The captain is…”—he heaved in a breath, as if he were trying to give himself time to find the right word—“currently indisposed.”

      No matter. She had more than enough patience to go around. She had waited what seemed like half of her life to come this far. “Then I will wait until he can see me.”

      “Be careful what you wish for, Miss Burke.” For a moment the stony facade held. But then he shook his head and looked at her directly, and Jane thought she could see something else, something decidedly more direct and honest. And tired.

      “I do not mean he is busy, madam. I mean he is drunk. So drunk, that you will get no satisfactory answer from him no matter what you say. You’d best take your chances with me.”

      Gracious. How cynical. “And what, if I may ask, are my chances with you?”

      Oh, Lord. She had done it once more, because there it was again, that astonishing and almost unnerving awareness that sprang between them like…like nothing she had ever known or experienced before.

      The lieutenant shook away his rising smile. “Even seas, Miss Burke. I am only commanded to take the Royal Philosophical Society’s party of naturalists on this voyage, not to determine who that party of naturalists may be. You’ll have to take up your cause with the Royal Society itself.”

      “But you do not approve?” This she was prepared for—the same condescending disapproval she had weathered in scientific circles all her life.

      Yet the lieutenant surprised her again. “It is not my place to approve or disapprove, Miss Burke. It is my place to see to this ship, and her men, and prepare her for this voyage.” He squinted out over the harbor.

      “But to that end, I’ll simply warn you—this ship quite literally has no place for a woman. No place for privacy. No place to hide. No room for even a single lie.”

      The force and acuity of his warning cut away all of her rehearsed argument until there was nothing left but the truth.

      And the truth was that she was nothing but determination and lies.

      But justifiable lies. So though her voice was small and breathless, she made herself face him. “Would you put me off?”

      “Again, Miss Burke, it is not my place. My place is only to see that your presence aboard, amongst all these men, does not disrupt the working of my ship.”

      That was generous enough. So she pledged him what she could of the truth. “I shan’t disrupt a thing, sir. I promise.”

      He turned to her with that cynical, amused eye. “Too late, Miss Burke. You already have.”
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      If that didn’t take all.

      As if it weren’t bad enough taking on a cargo of useless naturalists across the globe on a dilapidated ship, one of them had to turn out to be a pocket-sized lady scientist.

      With dancing blue eyes.

      She was tiny and blond and creamy pink in a way that made him think of wide-eyed woodland creatures—all soft, harmless doe eyes.

      Except she wasn’t harmless—she was Miss Jane Burke, the conchologist, a walking collision course, wreaking havoc each way she turned. Clumsy, inept annihilation. Nothing but wide-eyed trouble.

      Dance shifted his gaze over the harbor, narrowing his eyes so he wouldn’t look at her. Wouldn’t be taken in by her seemingly fragile air. Wouldn’t think of her as anything more than cargo.

      Buttoned-up innocent lady scientist cargo. Who didn’t have enough experience of the world to know what she was saying.

      Or perhaps, because she was a lady scientist, she did know what she was saying.

      Dance didn’t know which possibility frightened or amused him more.

      He tried like the devil to keep his voice even. “If you’ll be so kind as to stay by the taffrail, ma’am.”

      He had to restrain himself from putting his hands on her again. Dance had never been one of those men who were categorically and adamantly opposed to women on board—any woman.

      His time on Audacious had taught him that a woman could be as capable as any man. But Miss J. E. Burke was no Sally Kent. Miss Burke appeared to be as small and sheltered and inept and clumsy a sailor as his former shipmate Sally Kent had been tall and experienced and capable.

      Unlike Sally Kent, if Miss J.E. Burke the conchologist stayed aboard Tenacious, she was going to need to be protected, both for her own sake, and for the sake of order on the ship.

      He had not imagined the leering eyes of the sailors or the contemptuous look the bo’sun Ransome had given her when she had thrown herself upon the deck.

      Granted, Ransome seemed contemptuous of just about everyone, but there had something more than usually malignant in his eyes when he looked at Miss Burke.

      Or not. Perhaps the randy old bo’sun was just ogling her trim, white ankles.

      But Miss Burke was not Dance’s problem to sort out. He would have to leave her to the scrutiny of the party of sober-suited men approaching in watermen’s boats, because in the absence of his captain, he had his ship to run.

      “Mr. Ransome, if you would pipe our guests aboard.”

      And up they came, one after another, men who looked more like industrious Quakers than eminent naturalists. They gained the deck slowly, and with a great deal more deviation from course and trouble than even the clumsy but sprightly Miss Burke had occasioned.

      But at last a scholarly older man in a black worsted coat approached. “Captain Muckross?”

      “No, sir.” But Dance gave him the courtesy of touching his hat. “Lieutenant Charles Dance, at your service.”

      “Sir Richard Smith.” The man bowed in turn, and introduced his colleagues. “And Mr. Denman, the Reverend Mr. Phelps, and Mr. Parkhurst of the Royal Philosophical Society.”

      Dance bowed smartly to the group. “Welcome aboard. We’ve been expecting you. Is this all of your party?”

      “All but one, sir. The last, Mr. Burke, was to make his own way from the Isle of Wight, but I should expect him to arrive aboard shortly.”

      From the Isle of Wight—that explained the trim little pinnace. But it did not explain her as opposed to the him that Sir Richard clearly expected.

      At least Dance wasn’t the only one caught out flat. “That party has already arrived, sir.”

      Dance ignored the pleasurable stirring of anticipation in his gut as he turned to indicate the dangerous bundle of cloak and science standing off to the side.

      “Sir Richard Smith, I give you your conchologist, Miss J. E. Burke. Sir Richard, Miss Burke. And now, if you’ll excuse me, ma’am, sir. I have a ship to see to.”

      And with that, Dance had done his duty. He touched his hat to her, and forced himself to withdraw to the other side of the quarterdeck from whence he might continue his streaming supervision of the vessel.

      “Why the hell isn’t that cutter stowed? Get after it, man. Handsomely now. Mind that davit. Damn your eyes, man…”

      Dance tried his level best to keep his own eyes, and that of his crew, on the tasks at hand. “Mercer. See to that line.”

      But the unfortunate truth was that he had no attention for anything but the intriguing confrontation happening on the quarterdeck.

      Miss Jane Burke, she of the dancing blue eyes and careful, naive smile, stood with her sensible dun-colored skirts blowing in the wind like the flag for a gale warning.

      “Good afternoon, Sir Richard. As the lieutenant said, I am Miss J. E. Burke.”

      The young woman offered her hand to Sir Richard, the botanist in nominal charge of the expedition, even if he had no authority over the men or the vessel. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance after all our correspondence.”

      Unlike Dance, Sir Richard did not take the hand she offered.

      Wise man—Dance would be careful not to touch her again, after his too-close encounter at the davits. The feel of the surprising soft flair of her back concealed by the voluminous cloak beneath his hands had been enough to wipe the entire contents of his mind momentarily clean.

      God’s balls. This is what he had come to—lurid imaginings about a wide-eyed, buttoned-up spinster.

      Sir Richard was being much more prudent—he was looking at the dangerous girl as if she might harbor the plague. “There must be some mistake. James Burke is a man.”

      “I imagine he is.” Miss Burke kept up her very polite, if very determined smile, and let her empty hand drop. “But my given name is Jane, and I assure you, I am J. E. Burke, and I am a conchologist.”

      “That cannot be.”

      Miss Burke retained her poise and her smile with some effort—a bloom of high color was streaking across her smooth cheeks.

      “I assure you, sir, I am she. But to save us from going on in this rather unscientific manner perhaps I might offer you proof? I have the letters of our correspondence here, written in your own hand, and the hand of Sir Joseph Banks’s secretary, detailing our agreements and arrangements for the voyage.”

      Miss Burke fished out a packet of letters—the same letters she had brandished at him in her boat.

      Then, Dance had thought the stiff breeze had been ruffling the papers, but now in the lee of the rail, he could see that it was her hand that was trembling. Indeed her whole body was nearly shaking with some mixture of indignation and…

      Could it be fright?

      Dance took a surreptitious half step toward her—all it would take was for the tiny spinster to collapse in a fit of vapors onto his oak hard deck and crack her head.

      But somehow Miss Burke the conchologist rallied—she put her hand to her chest to ease her fright, and hid her tremors by raising both her chin, and the letters of correspondence.

      “Are these not your letters to me, sir?”

      “Yes, but…” Sir Richard was clearly discomposed, and losing sea way. “But I had no idea that you were— I was given to understand that J. E. Burke was the son of Lord Thomas Burke, and the grandson of the Duke of Shafton.”

      “Lord Burke is my grandfather, and His Grace of Shafton my great-grandfather. Both, I am happy to say, enjoy excellent health and correspond with me regularly. And with the Duke of Fenmore, our expedition’s patron.”

      Sir Richard’s anxieties were not in the least allayed by Miss Burke’s strong connection with her either her illustrious ancestors or the expendition’s rich benefactor. “But there must be some mistake.”

      “Not on my part, sir.” Her voice gained strength, with only the tiniest trace of tremor and trepidation. “Or should you like to quiz me, to prove it so? Shall I fetch my pen and paper from my trunks, and draw you the mollusca aggregating on the bottom of the hull?”

      At their blank looks she explained. “The barnacles there—Lepas balanoides as classified by Linnaeus in the last century. Which, by the way, I believe may be an incorrect classification, as to my way of observation, the animal shares more characteristics of Crustacea than Mollusca.” Miss Burke tipped up that alabaster chin as if she were knocking back a stiff belt of brandy.

      Would that he could do the same.

      But she was as potent as a whiff of brandy just standing there. Now that she had stolen the wind from Sir Richard’s sails, she stood firm, like the calm eye in the center of a hurricane, this tiny little woman, impervious to the havoc that was emanating from her like waves from a storm.

      Poor Sir Richard was entirely buffeted back, almost into the arms of the three men who had gathered at his back. The assembled naturalists seemed to have been drawn up to the quarterdeck en masse by the dangerous threat of this small woman’s argument.

      “You believe the great Linnaeus to be incorrect?”

      “Yes.” Miss Burke was undaunted by the man’s obvious alarm. “I have been working on the problem for quite some time now, and it seems to me that the necessary identifying and classifying characteristics ought to be⁠—“

      “Young woman,” Sir Richard cut in, his face ashen with repressed outrage. “I will not debate Linnaean classification with you!”

      “Good.” Miss Burke was all tiny, unbending resolve. “Then I trust we shall need no further examination of my knowledge before I am allowed to take my place with the expedition.”

      “It is impossible.” Here Sir Richard looked to Dance for confirmation. “See here, lieutenant. Surely the Royal Navy will not allow this… this mis—” He sputtered to a halt.

      Dance declined to partake of the man’s outrage—he had troubles enough of his own.

      “Don’t look to the Royal Navy, sir. As I told Miss Burke, Tenacious is responsible to
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