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Chapter 1


February 1871, Brighton, England

What a strange surreal feeling, to be sitting in an office in the Brighton Wrights’ Guild Headquarters—an office with her name, Rebecca Fuller, Master Full Wright—beside the door. Not called in for some infraction, or to be treated as some aberration of nature—a female Wright indeed! But to be there in an official capacity, with an important job to do.

The office had been David Enright’s, before he was named Secretary of the Brighton Wrights’ Guild. It still smelled like him—when she closed her eyes and paid close attention, she could find the lingering scent—perhaps the room’s one redeeming feature. Though once a box-room, it had been pressed into service as an office, still as insufficient to the task now as it was then. Much like the insufficiency that niggled at her consciousness every time she considered her new responsibilities as a Full Wright in the Guild. So many obligations she had not expected, did not even know how to carry out. Sir Wilbert had not complained about her focus on only the matters of the school; at least not yet.

The desk had to hold its breath to crowd in between the bookcase and file drawers. And she had to sidle past the overfull bookcase to get behind the desk, the bustle of her skirts often catching on the shelves or the book stacks lying in wait to attack. Once there, she could pull the chair back only enough to slip into the seat, and no farther. As much as she hated piles and heaps, there was little choice but to allow them, given that the shelves and desk drawers were already stuffed.

If only she could take this all back to her shop, where she could have transformed the back room into a much more accommodating workspace. But no, workmen were still repairing the damage wrought by the fire Dick Mallory and his son Fletcher had orchestrated there. One day, when repairs to the shop were complete, she would move out of Birdy’s extra room above the Bird’s Nest pub and back home. Until then, she remained consigned to this not cozy, but cramped box-room-cum-office.

She pressed her temples with her knuckles. Now was the time she ought to remember that having an office was more recognition than the Guild had ever given her father. Considering Morris Fuller, the troublesome, argumentative Full Wright, enjoyed no welcome within these hallowed halls, for her to be named a Master Full Wright—the only female Master Wright in England—and given an office and a mission, it was almost too much to be believed. Some days, it still felt like she walked in a dream.

And then there was David.

But that was another matter altogether. One she would have the luxury of pondering once she got through the stack of correspondence before her.

She braced her elbow on the desk and her forehead in her hand. She had to be dreaming. A school? A school? The Guild wanted her to establish the first school for female Wrights. And Baron Wareham would be their patron, no less.

She closed her eyes, the school’s trade card half-composed in her mind’s eye:

Miss Fuller’s School for the Advancement of Young Female Wrights

The usual academic subjects taught with advanced studies in Fire, Earth, Water, and Air.

Should the border be scrolls and flowers, or would a simple single line suffice?

She let her head fall back and laughed. Unbelievable. Simply unbelievable.

Doubly so, the number of letters on her desk recommending young ladies to be trained. Sir Wilbert, their Guild Master pro tem, had promised that the Guild would help her identify students—necessary assistance, considering how few believed female Wrights existed at all.

In a sweep of supreme irony, the Guild’s help had been perhaps too effective. She was now swimming in a sea of potential candidates. She only had room for five or six girls this term, assuming repairs to the shop were completed on time.

And no one was willing to discuss the most significant problem in this whole scheme. Rebecca had no idea how to train a single student, much less half a dozen.

At five, she had shown her first propensity for Fire. An unfortunate bout of temper, which set her brother’s hat ablaze, forced her father to teach her, if only to keep her from burning down the house. Although she never said it, Mama, another female flame-tamer, seemed proud of a daughter following in her ways. Papa, not as much.

None of these girls was less than thirteen, some even older. Wrighting was best taught to young, very young, apprentices. Would an untrained eighteen-year-old still possess enough Skill to develop? When not harnessed, it faded so quickly as adulthood approached.

Perhaps if she stopped trying to look at each student in terms of what they could do, and instead considered what they might do based on their current assessment. At least it wouldn’t make the situation any less clear than it already was. She fished her father’s glitchy fountain pen, the one that still required her finesse to keep the ink flowing freely, out from the desk drawer and opened a fresh journal. She skipped the first page. Later, she would come back and title it, but if she fretted to find the perfect title now, she would never get started. Silly that a title should be so significant, but it was.

Begin with the topmost letter on the stack—don’t worry about the rest right now. Just deal with that one. She wrote the number “1” on the envelope and a corresponding numeral in the journal. So, what was notable about this girl?

She was thirteen and her father was a Master Earth Wright. Apparently, it was he who was writing, as he confessed to secretly teaching her since she was a small child. The girl was a Water Wright, with a propensity for mischief. That was promising. David would disagree, but a streak of mischief could be a sign of the strength of character a woman needed to survive as a Wright in a guild dominated by men.

The girl enjoyed splashing unsuspecting passersby from the small pond on their country estate and blaming the fish. She would lift soup out of the soup plate at the table and drop it upon her sister or brother. Typical childhood pranks. Ah, but here was the rub. The father called the child stubborn, even willful, and he had seen little interest from her in learning how to do anything useful with her Skill. He hoped another Master might better guide her along the right path.

That could be a problem. It took determination and patience to become proficient with one’s Skill. And that had to come from within. Perhaps someday she could take on recalcitrant children, but as a first foray into teaching? No, not how she wanted to begin.

Rebecca drew a line down the center of the page and titled the columns: favorable and unfavorable. Applicant number one: Prior training and demonstration of some proficiency with Water were favorable, lacking interest in developing Skill was not.

On to number two.

Oh gracious, what a right jolly challenge this young woman would be. Seventeen and a Fire Wright, taught by her father to keep her from burning down the house in her fits of temper. That sounded familiar. But the father was a titled man and the girl an aspiring debutante who would miss her first chance at a debutante ball if she attended school this term. That did not bode well.

But the things he claimed she could already do with Fire cried out for further training—even more so because of her age. If she had such proficiency now, she was far less likely to lose it. Allowing such an ability to go unchecked could slip sideways quickly—another mark in favor of taking the girl on as a student.

There was a thought. Perhaps she should focus on the older girls who showed promise.

Number three was only twelve and a weak and disinterested Air Wright at best. Four, five, and six, similarly without distinction.

Heavens above! Number seven, she had to admit. Her father was a Master in both Fire and Air, and her mother showed Skill as a Water Wright in her girlhood. Her father taught at Oxford and had been teaching his daughter as his unofficial apprentice in Fire. Everything about her sounded ideal.

Which gave Rebecca pause. Why was the girl being presented like a patent medicine—able to solve every one of their problems? She filled out her columns and leaned her head in her hands.

Breathe, she needed to breathe.

A familiar rap at her door made her jump. “Pray come in.”

The door swung open and David appeared, brandishing a large wicker hamper that overflowed with all manner of wonderful aromas. “Birdy just arrived with this. Bless her!” His gray-green eyes crinkled at the edges with his smile as he pushed a shock of unruly dark hair away from his forehead. His suit hung off his too-long limbs like a hand-me-down from an older brother somewhat shorter and fatter than himself, reinforcing his signature birdlike image. A long-legged whimbrel he was, down to the color of his coat. No sight could be more welcome at her door.

“She is a wonder, is she not? You won her loyalty forever by negotiating that contract to provide meals at the school. And she’s the type who doesn’t take such favors for granted either. Salt of the earth, she is.” How was she to make space for the hamper?

David pulled out plates and cups and napkins, shoehorning them in to fit between the books and letters already on the desk. “I’m trying to find you a more suitable office.”

“There is no need. As soon as the carpenters finish in my shop, I shall have plenty of space to spread out as much as I need.” She shifted a pile of books to the floor.

“There is reason to look forward to that, to be sure, but I like you being here to share a midday meal.”

She blushed and smiled. “I cannot complain for your company, either.” She held out her hand, and he squeezed it.

So tender and warm. Just what she needed.

They filled their plates. He placed the hamper on the floor behind him and sat down.

“You have that look of a man with a story to tell.” She took another bite from the mouthwateringly fresh sausage roll.

“I am rather transparent, am I not?” He raised his glass of lemonade to her. “It’s not the sort of news likely to ruin your meal, but I shall tell you later, if you wish.”

“You know I have not the patience for that.” She slapped the desk playfully. “And there is no cure for such a thing. Tell me or I shall be forced to read you application letters for the school.”

“Now that’s a dire threat indeed.” His laughter rang off the stone walls. Such a lovely sound. “There has been some development in the case against the Mallorys.”

“You said the news was not likely to ruin this fine meal, but you are already running very close to that.”

“I know, but hear me out. Master Coulston, Baron Wareham’s friend, has interviewed young Fletcher Mallory and determined him to be worth the risk. He’ll take the boy on as an apprentice and try to train him to something useful. But the first training will be moral. If the boy does not show genuine change on that front, then Master Coulston won’t begin the actual apprenticeship and promises that the boy will be kept from any manner of wrighting so that his Skill fades into harmlessness in the coming years.”

“With a father like Dick Mallory, I hope he can change his colors, but it’s difficult to believe it’s possible.”

“At least he’s getting a chance, which is more than the police wanted for him.” David bit his lower lip and shook his head. “They would be happy to consign him to a long term in gaol with his father.”

She shuddered. “So Mallory has had his day in court? Why wasn’t I informed?”

“He hasn’t, but Constable Moore had a private conversation with him. As I understand it, a rather long, private conversation. No one was privy to the contents of which, but it did end with Mr. Mallory deciding he would plead guilty to the charges, so he was hauled in front of the judge, pleaded, sentenced, and the whole affair was done. All without having to bring you or any of the others affected by his dubious practices in for what could have been an ugly trial that might have put your reputation under examination as much as his guilt. I suspect the good constable let Mallory know that arson is still a hanging offense and that in an open hearing, witnesses might say things not in his favor.”

“And Mallory had enough people under his thumb who would have been happy to see him hang. For how long will he be away?”

“Five years of penal servitude, as I understand it. I expect the current Mrs. Mallory to be long gone and using another name by the time he returns. That is assuming he survives the ordeal in the first place, which I would not bet a cup of tea on. There were many whom he mistreated, and he is likely to run into one or more of them during his stay.”

Rebecca cringed. “An ugly prospect, to be sure, but I find it difficult to be sorry for him.”

“Your debt to him has been paid in full, though none would have looked at it too closely if you had chosen not to do that. So, you have no reason to give the blighter another moment’s thought. I expect you have far more important things on your plate.” He gestured to the pile of papers still on the desk.

She closed her eyes and shook her head. “If I have learned anything from this exercise, it is that Wright fathers are not all as opposed to teaching their daughters as my father was. Every one of these girls is being put forth by a male relative, which is only to be expected. But the number of those who seemed quite proud of having taught their female offspring in secret boggles the mind.”

“I understand why that would be startling. But maybe it bodes well for the Royal Guild’s new efforts to seek and train a pool of Wrights that has never been tapped before.”

“The same Guild who will fight with me because my ways are utterly different to their fathers’.” She spread her hands and shook them. “David, I have no idea what to do with half-grown people. Where do I even begin? My father huffed and puffed, screamed and stormed when he tried to teach me. After I got tired enough of listening to that, I sorted out what I was to do. Surely, that is not the path I should take with them.”

“It is a wonder that you learnt anything under those circumstances. I still marvel at—”

The door flew open and banged against the wall. “Ah, excellent! I’d hoped to find you both here.” Master Earth Wright Sir Wilbert Cullington-Price barged in, as he usually did, in a flurry of great energy and goodwill. Whether he had been welcomed in or not. A sinewy man of medium height, with heavy muttonchops, a shaggy brow, and the lean, hungry look of an actively practicing Wright, he took his place near the center of the room—it only required two short steps to get there. His fine black suit and crisp white shirt were tailored to drape perfectly over his bordering-on-gaunt form, and his shoes were polished to a blinding shine. More than his garments, his posture and carriage declared he was a person of some consequence, comfortable with the distinction.

“Good day, Guild Master.” Rebecca stood and curtsied.

“Good day, sir.” David, his voice a little tight, rose and bowed from his shoulders. Who could blame him for being a bit prickly at the way the Guild Master had a penchant for interrupting them? It happened so often these days, it felt like a part of a pantomime.

“Your friend has sent another meal, eh? Quite generous of her. You can smell it through the entire floor.”

“If that is a hint, then yes, there is enough to share. Please, have one of her sausage rolls.” Rebecca gestured toward the hamper on the floor at Sir Wilbert’s feet.

“Don’t mind if I do. She certainly does know her way around a pastry, doesn’t she?” He took a sausage roll, bit into it, and caught flaky bits with a hand under his chin. Who could blame him? Rude though it might be, they all licked their fingers at the end of one of Birdy’s meals.

“Besides lunch, is there anything we might do for you?” she asked.

“Enright is quite correct; this office is far too small for the task at hand. You’ll be interviewing candidates soon and will need a space that conveys the correct formality and sense of honor that the school should possess.” Sir Wilbert looked around the room, shaking his head. “Perhaps that room that Fitzsimmons used.”

“The treasurer’s office? Would that not upset—”

“We have not yet replaced him, so there is no one to upset. And it would put you near Enright here, so he can assist with the paperwork that will come with the school. Yes, I think that will do very well.”

“And where will you put the new treasurer?” David asked.

“I will worry about that when there is a new treasurer to accommodate.”

“Have you given any thought as to when and who that will be?” David harrumphed under his breath, suggesting this was not the first time he had asked the question.

“I have, and determined now is not the time. There are still too many irregularities to be reviewed.” Oh, that did not bode well at all! “How are you coming on that front, by the way?”

“Uncovering more problems than solutions, I am afraid.” David pressed his lips hard—no doubt he had much more to say on the matter.

“As expected.” Sir Wilbert frowned and nodded. “It’ll be best to let you get it all sorted out, and put proper checks and balances into place. Then, when the new man comes in, we can make certain we do not have a repeat of the last several treasurers.”

“A sound plan, but it will take some time. It would go faster if I had some help. Perhaps your assistant, Levy Jackson, might be brought on?”

“That’s a thought, Enright. I’ll have a look at his assignments and see if he can accommodate another. Though if he can, you will break the news to him, for he will not be happy about it. In any case, I must be off—oh, wait, I nearly forgot.” He pulled an envelope from his pocket. “Here, make use of these. It is not the kind of thing that interests me, but I think the outing might be of interest to you, Master Fuller.” He glanced at her with a hard-to-parse expression, handed the envelope to David, and left, shutting the door behind him.

Rebecca glanced at David as they both dissolved into laughter. “The man has no subtlety, does he?”

“Not a lick. Shall we see where he wants us to go this time?” He removed a pair of printed theater tickets. “Oh, great heavens, these are for Lady Audley’s Secret.”

Rebecca covered her mouth and laughed until tears ran down her cheeks. “Intrigue, madness and murder! Such a perfect play to establish a romantic setting.”

“One wonders about his taste, I suppose. Unless he believes that entertainment designed to challenge social conventions, with characters concealing secrets, will encourage us to do the same, it is hard to understand his intention.” David pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “I am sorry he continues these ham-handed machinations. He is worse than any matchmaking mama of the London set could be.”

“It would be less forgivable if he was looking to secure his own interests, rather than what he perceives to be the interest of Wrights as a whole.” Rebecca shrugged. “And if he were not such an affable character, it would be intolerable.”

“I am of half a mind to return these with a stern warning to keep out of our affairs.”

“You tried that before, remember?”

David dragged his hand down his face. “That made things worse, didn’t it?”

“We could take the tickets and not actually go.”

“I suppose. But that seems too much like deception.”

“Then I suppose we have plans for—” she peeked over his shoulder at the tickets. “Tomorrow evening.”

“But won’t that simply encourage him to continue to press us?”

“What is it he says? The place where duty and desire meet is a fine destination, or something like that?”

“He says it often enough. Just assure me that this is such a place, and I will rest more easily.”

“Sir Wilbert’s intentions are, for now, not burdensome. If that should ever change, you will have no doubts.” She cocked her head and winked. As unsubtle as Sir Wilbert was, no one had ever accused her of being demure in her opinions.

“I suppose reserve is not one of your many strengths, is it?” He took her hand and squeezed it.
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Chapter 2


David returned the used dishes to Birdy’s basket, while Rebecca wrapped the few leftovers in napkins and tucked them in around the dishes. A serviceable plum dress, devoid of the frills and fluff that more fashionable women favored, draped her petite figure. Her shiny, dark hair had been pulled into a smooth knot at the base of her neck, held by a tortoiseshell comb. The simplicity suited her, allowing the flecks of gold in her peculiar hazel eyes to sparkle behind her glasses. Perhaps not pretty in the fashion-plate sense. Still, she grew more attractive every hour they spent together.

Maybe it was the simple joys of having a relationship with another Wright. They could share a meal together without self-conscious worry over being judged for how much they ate or enjoyed the food. It was a small thing that was always niggling at the back of one’s mind, a weight one did not recognize until it was gone.

And there was the pleasure of unreservedly sharing the mundanity of the day. Who but another Wright could appreciate the triumph of getting a stubborn fountain pen to cooperate?

Even without considering his (and her) own preferences, Sir Wilbert’s pressure to propose marriage to her might have swayed him. Life with another Full Wright offered the promise of so many things he thought he’d have to sacrifice to the call of wrighting. But such a connection would be mercenary and selfish unless there was genuine friendship underlying it, and similar desires on her part. Better yet, if there were affection—

How did one know what one felt in those regards? It was not the sort of thing men talked about, was it now? At least not those he knew, who had been more apt to marry for more mercenary reasons of fortune and connections.

More important, though, what were Rebecca’s thoughts on the matter? She seemed happy enough to keep company with him. And to laugh at Sir Wilbert’s ham-handed attempts at matchmaking. That should tell him something. It should, but was it sufficient? Would it be too forward of him to ask?

Why did he not simply ask?

It all came down to being a coward. The risk of losing the comfortable companionship of a rare Wright friendship was so deep, he hesitated to do anything that could cost him that. So, he would watch and wait. Maybe things would be clearer in a few weeks.

Unfortunately, the plan to move her into the old treasurer’s office next door to his would not be moving forward in the foreseeable future. No sooner did he and Levy Jackson dig into the Brighton Guild finances—which were far more problematic than anyone expected—than the Royal Court Guild called for a complete membership and financial audit of all the Guild branches. Which hinted that the financial issues Brighton was facing might be more widespread. With a mere month to conduct all the examinations, there was no time to transfer the records to another location and get the work done before the deadline.

So, Rebecca would continue in the confining little closet for a bit longer, as much as it might wear on the edges of her sanity.

Someday, it would be interesting to see how the Guild members responded to having a woman in the main part of the office, one not relegated to menial service or rote work, but contributing properly to the Guild. Rebecca had mentioned letters from fathers who had trained their daughters in secret. That suggested greater sympathy than expected for the cause of female Wrights.

While it would be a positive thing altogether, it might be especially beneficial for her … for their future together. If she did not see Guild service as such an odious obligation, a formal connection to a man in that service could be palatable.

Still, though, he would rather not make his future happiness contingent upon the whims of irrational men whose dyspepsia could change their minds more easily than a sound argument.

He returned to his office, which had once been Master Cinderford’s, the former Brighton Guild Secretary. Cinderford was a Fire Wright. When David closed his eyes and breathed deep, he could still detect the faint traces of smoke Cinderford’s presence left behind. There was a reason flame-tamers were known for their tempers.

Despite the lingering smoke scent, David appreciated being able to stretch his arms and not span the room wall to wall. Not only did an ample wooden desk fit at one end of the rectangular room, but there was space enough for a cluster of four wooden chairs with leather cushions and a petite round table on the other end, near a modest fireplace, where he could conduct small informal meetings. Along the walls, bookcases and file cabinets concealed the chaotic Guild record-keeping system, allowing him to keep the impending sense of panic it inspired at bay. Gas lamps between the bookcases lit the space with a warm glow, reminding him of his favorite flame-tamer, with sparkling eyes, and …

… he really needed to focus on that fresh pile of mail on his desk.

He set Birdy’s basket on the table, then sat at his desk and sorted through the envelopes until he found familiar handwriting. Master Earth Wright Barton McIntire, from Cambridge. Usually, he saved the letters he looked forward to reading for last, but not today.

He opened the seal and released the letter from its careful folds. So precise, one mark of everything Master McIntire touched. Including David. For all his faults and foibles, the man had been David’s saving grace after Uncle Cresswell turned him out penniless and friendless.

My dear David,

Word has reached us here at Cambridge of your remarkable apprentice and her installation as a Full Wright, recognized by the Royal Guild in London. And of the kerfuffle there in Brighton that swirled around that event.

It should not surprise him. News carried quickly in all organizations, and word of something, someone so significant as a new Full Wright, a previously unrecognized apprentice no less, not raised up through the standard channels, could not remain quiet long.

I would very much like to hear the story behind this, as I am quite certain it is a remarkable tale. I am a mite put out that I did not hear of this from your lips before it all came to pass. But then again, Sir Wilbert has involved himself, has he not? And he has a certain flair for the dramatic about him, and that could have prevented your communication to me. So, I will not hold it against you, provided you write to me promptly and tell me your perspective of the entire story. And promise to bring this former apprentice of yours to meet me as soon as possible. I understand SHE is a most remarkable creature.

David’s cheeks flushed hot and prickly. It did not take a genius to read between the lines and assume that there was something between David and his apprentice, something more than a training relationship. If only McIntire knew she was the one teaching him.

Word of the abrupt changes in the leadership at the Brighton Guild has reached us as well. Congratulations on your appointment as Secretary and on whatever else may come in the future. You are, without doubt, the right man for the job of untangling a procedural web. I am sure you will find it no surprise that the former leaders of that branch of the Guild are uneasy with the abrupt transition.

No, it was not a surprise at all. But that didn’t mean he liked hearing it. Or the warning that was implied.

Although the transition has been explosive, that it not to say it was not a beneficial, even necessary, step in the evolution of our kind and our place in society. Keep in mind that people are often the most dissatisfied when first given hope of actual change. Transitions are always fraught, even when they are for the best. So, find those reserves of patience, which your Uncle Cresswell developed in you, and rise to the occasions as they come.

And don’t make me travel to Brighton to learn more of the school the Queen is so interested in establishing. I’ve taught many apprentices—even a few of a rare and unusual nature—and might be of some assistance. My guest rooms are always open to you and any whom you bring to see me.

Yours, Barton

If the rest of the missive had not been startling enough, that it was signed with Master McIntire’s first name left his jaw dropping. To be on a Christian-name basis with his teaching Master! He swallowed hard against the lump in his throat.

And that same man wanted to meet Rebecca! That would be like taking her home to be introduced to his family. Which he would never do, as his blood relations were horrible to a man, and dead set against developing any Wright Skill one might be born with. For all that McIntire had been a hard taskmaster, demanding and strict, he was a connection David was proud to have. His opinion of Rebecca mattered.

And his input as an experienced teacher of Wrights could be helpful to Rebecca, making it a worthwhile effort for her as well. So, he would invite her to Cambridge. Soon.
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Later that evening, David and Rebecca sat at a small table in Birdy’s dining room, closest to the kitchen. It was still strange that a public place like the pub could offer a welcome so warm and inviting and familiar. He’d been to many other pubs and none matched this one. It must be something special that Birdy brought with her.

It was early for the Bird’s Nest’s usual clients, so the pub was quiet, with only two old men sitting near the front window, a small chessboard between them on the table, their plates pushed aside to make room for it. They said little, though one could hardly miss the loud conversation in their expressions and postures as they did battle across the black and white squares between them.

“So, what do you think of Master McIntire’s invitation?” David stared at the chess players.

Rebecca chased a bit of meat along the edge of her plate with her fork. “I suppose it is a little difficult to take in. Especially that he should be so interested in meeting me.”

“He is an excellent man, to whom I owe a great deal. What’s more, he is an experienced teacher of young Wrights. His insights could be helpful to you in understanding how to train your students. You had mentioned your concerns about that.”

“I confess, that alone makes me interested. Clearly, he did a most adequate job with you.” That dear, mischievous smile crept across her lips, and her eyes sparkled.

“I am honored to meet your standards, Master Fuller.”

“I still look for my father when I hear that name.” She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I don’t think he ever believed me becoming a Master would be possible. These last few months have been so surreal.”

“Indeed, they have.” He reached for her hand over the table. “So many things I never thought possible. It would mean a great deal to me for you to meet Master McIntire. He is the closest thing to family that I have.”

She bit her bottom lip. “When you put it that way, I cannot refuse. Have you given any thought when you’d like to go?”

“Well, we have plans for this evening. What about the day after tomorrow? That will give me time to send him word we are coming. I expect we will be there two nights—he will be happy for the company, and once he gets to talking about wrighting, there’s no stopping him until the wee hours of the morning.”

“And you are sure he has space for guests, and we won’t be a burden to him?”

“When I was his apprentice, he considered it his honor to be the first line of hospitality for all Master Wrights visiting Cambridge. In practice, it was any Wright who visited. I have never met a man so pleased to have company.”

“I have little experience with travel.” She stared at her plate, cheeks flushing.

“Then I shall be pleased to be your guide.”

“I suppose we must, then.”

“I’ll write to him directly. Or at least after our evening at the theater. I hear the clock in your shop screaming to remind us it is time to go.”

“Oh, that blessed thing! At least those without a Wright’s hearing cannot detect it this far away or I would have complaints from all the neighbors. I can’t bring myself to stop its movement and store it in a box somewhere. Not after it proved itself as a fire alarm. I still haven’t figured out how that worked.”

“It adds character to the place, and your students will find it a most memorable aspect of their time at school.” He laughed and stood, extending his elbow to her. “Shall we to the theater?”
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Slightly over a mile’s walk, down the Marine Parade, past Old Steine, near the Royal Pavilion and on to the Theatre Royal in the crisp evening air reddened their cheeks and noses. While they might have taken the horsecar, there was something about the night air, lit by the gaslights along the street, which left one feeling close to the Elements, and to each other.

They walked in companionable silence, past houses and shops, her hand tucked in the crook of his arm. The soft rhythm of their steps along the street’s stone, the only sound between them.

Somehow, it was exactly right, with their footfalls in unison reflecting the comfort of … everything in this moment. How rare and precious it was to have someone with whom to be quiet.

Halfway down New Road, the Theatre Royal rose higher than the surrounding structures. An imposing white colonnade welcomed patrons, like a hand extended out below four stories of red brick. Remodeled four years ago, the new arrangement boasted that every seat had a pleasing, front-facing view of the stage. Especially important when one's tickets were of the more economical variety.

A modest crowd gathered under the colonnade, milling, waiting, anticipating. Mentions of the play in the newspaper suggested it was well-staged, filled with dread secrets concealed, then revealed most effectively. That was good to know. Nevertheless, the trope of secrets and the revelation thereof made him uneasy. Hit a bit too close to home for his tastes.

Had he been given his druthers, he would have chosen something far less sensational, perhaps from the music hall further down the street. Music seemed much more predictable and easier on the nerves. Considerations for another day.

“Oh no. What are they doing here?” Rebecca gasped.

He followed her gaze to the Lackwoods waiting near the front door. “I would not have expected them to indulge in such middling entertainment, but to withhold their patronage until a more refined offering was presented. Sensation literature does not seem to cater to their caliber of people—or so Sir Wilbert implied.”

“Consarn it. He’s seen us. Look at that glare. He shall never forgive me for requiring him to pay his bill to me.”

“Or that the tradesmen of Brighton took such offense at his refusal. I’ve never seen such solidarity in taking down an upper-crust bully. You are not without friends, my dear.” He patted her hand.

“I confess, it is still a challenge getting used to that idea. Lovely, now Mrs. Lackwood is glowering, too.”

“Well, for all his generosity, Sir Wilbert did not provide us with tickets to a private box, so I doubt we will have to encounter them inside the theater. I suggest we wait here for a few minutes, and allow them to get settled inside before we find our own seats.”

“Quite sensible, as usual.” She smiled at him with a warmth that made his skin tingle. Her emotions influenced the surrounding Elements, even when she didn’t intend it. Particularly Fire.

The crowd cleared, and they made their way through the lavish foyer to the narrow, tiled stairs leading down into the pit. Not a private box, but the plush purple velvet seats near the stage boasted an unobstructed view, even if a little—no, quite a bit—crowded. Enough so that the mix of perfumes, cologne, and sweat from the nearby bodies and the noise—so much noise—threatened to overwhelm. Cream and buff half-walls with purple accents bordered each of the sections, preserving the air of class distinction that blocked no one’s view. So very proper.

It was strange, though, that Sir Wilbert, who seemed attentive to appearances, would have chosen these humble seats for a Guild officer. Not that David was complaining, but something didn’t sit quite right with it.

“Do you know much about the story?” Rebecca asked.

“I have not read the novel. Sensation literature is not to my taste. Deception and intrigue are not entertaining, considering my line of work.”

Rebecca chuckled. “I can see that. One of Birdy’s customers, one of the chess players who was there tonight, took great pleasure in telling me of the play when it was announced that the theater would host performances. He thought it quite a splendid thing, wondering if the characters would appear on stage as they did in his imagination.”

“I often find that challenging, if I have read something first—”

Rebecca started and clutched the arm of her chair. “Do you feel that?”

“What? Where?”

“I’m not sure.” She closed her eyes, concentration settled across her features. “The Elements, someone is drawing on them.”

He closed his eyes and took her hand. How easily his Skill merged and blended with hers now, familiar and right. He reached out with it, following her, searching, seeking. A flicker, a ripple, a disturbance in the Elements nearby. “There, near the stage. I sense it, too.” He opened his eyes and scanned the stage before them.

“Near the footlights on the left.” Rebecca stared in that direction.

David half-stood to peer over the rows in front of them. “A girl, I think, wearing dark clothing. She is lighting the lamps.”

“The way I do?”

“I think so.”

“How can we find out who she is?” Rebecca stood beside him, but all traces of the girl and her Skill had disappeared.

They sat down.

“That old blighter,” David muttered. “That’s why he sent us here. He wanted us to feel her out, literally.”

“You think he is so sly?”

“Why waste an opportunity to accomplish several goals at once?”

“That sounds exactly like him. You think he knows who she is?”

“Who she is, where she lives, and her entire pedigree, unless I miss my guess. I expect we’ll find him in your office or mine first thing tomorrow, a dossier in hand, and an assignment for us in mind.” He tapped his foot, muttering a list of things he’d like to say to Sir Wilbert under his breath.

“It explains his choice of seats, though, doesn’t it?”

David harrumphed as the play began. Such liberties their Guild Master took. What sort of situation would they find this young Wright in? Were her family Wrights, and if so, were they even trained? Was she an aberration in her family line—a wild Wright in the most classic sense of the word? No doubt, Sir Wilbert was suggesting the girl might be a candidate for the school, but what would they find when they met her?
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Chapter 3


The next morning, Rebecca struggled to shake off the sleep that clung to her consciousness. They had stayed out far too late, lingering around the theater’s stage entrance, hoping to encounter the young Wright, but, naturally, it was not to be. Persistent images from the play’s deceptive, deadly Lady Audley revisited her in her dreams. Lady Audley had a flame-tamer’s temper, which, when combined with a quick mind and weak morals, made for an unsettling and all-too-realistic character.

Was that what Father had feared she might become?

That thought kept her up for most of the night.

She yawned as she settled behind her hemmed-in Guild office desk. Best finish going through the letters recommending potential students. Then she could give some consideration to what she wanted to ask Master McIntire. Hopefully, it would go well. He was such an important figure in David’s eyes. What if he didn’t take to her?

It wasn’t difficult to imagine. Few Wrights of that generation had the time of day for her. It wouldn’t be the first time she would have stayed in the home of someone who did not approve of her—she had become accustomed to that with Father. But it could be uncomfortable. For two days, though. Only two days. She could endure that long. She pressed the heels of her hands to her temples.

Enough of that. There was work to do.

Starting with letter number fifteen, from a market town outside London in Hertfordshire. The girl’s elder brother had recommended her. A country Wright, he was the local blacksmith. An Earth Wright, close to Mastery, who also understood Fire. His younger sister showed Skill with Water. She often dawdled around the shop, dabbling at this and that. But there were no local Water Wrights to teach her. She might lose her Skill if she were not properly trained soon.

“Master Fuller.” Sir Wilbert barged in, crisp and dapper as ever. One day she would arrange for a lock on the door, just to see what would happen when he encountered a door that did not open to him. “Good morning, good morning.”

Forcing a smile, she struggled to push her chair back far enough to stand. “What can I do for you, sir?”

“You and Enright went to the theater last night, yes?” He waited until she nodded. “What did you think?”

“That you had another agenda, sir.” She pulled her skirts close to her body and edged around her desk. “Not the usual matchmaking you so shamelessly practice.”

He laughed with his entire being, waving off the accusation he had heard often enough that it no longer held weight—not that it held weight in the first place. “I needed unbiased observers.”

“I have never been unbiased in my life, sir.”

“I suppose none of us are.” He laughed again. “I assume, then, you, perhaps both of you, noticed the same thing I did?”

“If you mean a young girl lighting footlights our way, then yes, we did.” She crossed her arms over her chest and looked him in the eye.

“And?” He matched her posture, tapping his foot as if to suggest the tempo for her answer.

“And what?”

“What did you think?”

“Sir, I need you to be more specific. I think a great many things, but I don’t imagine you are interested in most of my thoughts.”

He laughed harder still, no signs of the exasperation that she expected.

What did one do with a person who found them amusing, not exasperating?

“Fair enough, Master Fuller, fair enough. It would be more appropriate to be direct. Did you detect Skill there worth training?”

“Worth is difficult to judge without knowing the girl. But the fact that she could use her Skill discreetly and not draw attention to herself in a public setting demands that she be brought under the Guild’s covering.”

“Excellent, excellent. I knew you would see it my way.” He rubbed his hands together in front of his chest.

“Should I assume, then, that you have some means by which we may contact the girl? We were quite unable to find her after the play was over.”

“She only works in the front of the house until the play begins, then she assists in backstage matters. Her name is Emberly Woods. I am trying to investigate her family tree now. But unless we identify some Wrights in her family line, we must only approach the girl, not the parents, at least at first. How soon—”

“Master Enright and I are going to Cambridge to meet with Master Enright’s teaching Master, Master McIntire, tomorrow. We may be gone for several days.”

“I see. I would rather approach the girl as soon as possible. But keeping strong ties to the Cambridge Guild is vital. All things considered, showing you off to other Guild branches is important, too.”

Shown off? How dare he? “Like a trained monkey or a counting pig?”

“Now don’t go looking for a fight. You can see how important it is for the Guild to accept female Wrights, and seeing you will facilitate that.”

She grumbled something under her breath.

“Now that I think about it, I have letters for some of the Cambridge Wrights—the sort best hand-delivered, you know. Ask Enright to pop by my office in a few hours, will you, now? I’ll put them in his hand for him to deliver, yes?”

“Of course, Guild Master.” Hopefully, David would not object.

At least Sir Wilbert had not demanded that they drop everything to find young Emberly. That was something.
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The next morning, Sir Wilbert sent his own driver and carriage to pick up David and Rebecca and take them to the London, Brighton and South Coast Railway station, near Seven Dials where the Lackwoods lived. She felt a little guilty for not arguing harder against the extravagance. But they were delivering letters for him, so there was that.

More importantly, the prospect of the railway station and being trapped in a noisy, crowded train was almost enough to send her running. A Wright’s senses were easily overwhelmed and train travel promised to do it with great efficiency. A few minutes spent in quiet luxury might help bolster her reserves for the experience.

David called at Birdy’s door for Rebecca and was rewarded with an abundant hamper to sustain them for the journey. After the marble worktop David had installed in her kitchen elevated her already amazing pastry crusts to new heights, Birdy had become as protective of him as she was of her favorite Master craftswoman. For all her coarse exterior, Birdy was generous to a fault. The warmth she exuded was almost a physical presence in her domain.

“Are you ready?” David took Rebecca’s luggage and passed it to the driver to stow. Then he handed Rebecca into the carriage and climbed in with the hamper.

Plush and polished and posh, with clean, well-stuffed leather squabs, velvet curtains, and shiny wood and brass trim, it was the kind of vehicle she never dreamt of riding in. He sat beside her, which was less than proper, but with the curtains for the side glass drawn closed, no one would be the wiser. And his warm, steady presence nearby helped.

“You seem pale.”

“I am … apprehensive …” Rebecca stared at her fingernails as she spoke.

“I understand. Train travel can be a mite challenging. That, I presume, is why Sir Wilbert thrust these on me with the carriage this morning.” He handed her an envelope, pressing his shoulder to hers.

“He didn’t.” Rebecca’s jaw dropped as she peeked inside. “First class tickets? It’s too much.”

“It is, isn’t it? But as we are on official Guild business, he insisted.”

“Yes, but—” She pressed the ticket back at him.

“He is also well aware of the challenges involved, especially for Master Wrights, and Full Wrights most of all. Apparently, it is a known phenomenon that we are the most susceptible to the effects of too much sensation.”

“Really? I have never heard of such a thing.”

“There is a Wright studying such things at Cambridge with whom I have instructions to speak once I have delivered Sir Wilbert’s correspondences.”

“I fear I may need to revise my opinions of the Wrights’ Guilds. Father may have left me with unwarranted prejudices.” It only made sense that would be the way of things, though she had never considered it before.

“I expect Sir Wilbert keeps company with a different caliber of Wright to those whom you and I have known.”

“So it would seem.” She leaned back and closed her eyes. “For such an exasperating man, it is difficult to remain upset with him.”

“It is, isn’t it?” He grasped her hand. “It will be better than you expect if only because you are traveling with one sympathetic to your situation.”

“Not having to pretend that all is well will be a pleasant change.” She squeezed his hand back.
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He left her on a wooden bench in the farthest corner of the vast, teeming waiting room to follow their luggage onto the train. That was the only way to be certain it would accompany them on their journey. She pulled Birdy’s hamper a little closer, a buffer between the crowd ebbing and flowing around her.

Her skin prickled and ears ached, buffeted by the noise echoing off the walls and movement in her vicinity. Though there seemed to be no Skilled individuals nearby, that didn’t mean the Elements were at rest. Fire, especially Fire, cried out in an unsettled undercurrent. She closed her eyes and listened. Air and Water, too, protested.

Steam engines, that must be the culprit. The imperfect harnessing of those Elements to submit to the will of the engines. And how they rebelled with inefficiencies and accidents, almost as though the Elements were living, willed creatures.

“Rebecca?”

She opened her eyes. David stared down at her. “Are you all right?”

“As much as possible, I suppose.”

“It is difficult in a place like this, isn’t it? You can rest easy about the luggage, though, I know precisely where it is, and I verified the soundness of the straps myself.”

“Thank you. I would not have known to do that.” She wrapped her arms around her shoulders. Was this how a wood mouse felt in a forest full of foxes?

“Never fear, I have consulted an expert on how to make this as comfortable an experience for you as possible.” He pulled a small book from his breast pocket. The Railway Traveller’s Handy Book.

“I would never have thought such a volume existed.” She chuckled and took the text from his hand. “I should not be surprised at your thoroughness to have found it, though.”

“There’s the whistle. We should find our seats now. The author suggests the second carriage of First Class will be most suitable.”

The “improved engine green”—more ocher than green—with olive green borders lined out with the cheery vermillion, black, and white of the London, Brighton and South Coast Railway train greeted them. The bright, almost garish, colors reached out to reassure that her she might be taking it all too seriously. Even the train thought she was being silly. Not a comforting thought, that.

He helped her up into the second compartment of the second car, making them the first of the six passengers it would accommodate inside. Well-padded wooden benches lined the front and back walls, with windows along the side walls, and webbing overhead to hold their luggage. “Our gentle author suggests corners are the most protected from unwanted sensation. Do you prefer to travel with your back to the engine? It is said to be less subject to movement.”

“Definitely not.” She hurried to the seat in the front-facing corner near the window. “I cannot bear the sensation of traveling backward.”

He settled the hamper under their seat. “I don’t fancy the look of the netting overhead to hold that.”

She glanced up, her shoulders twitching at the tattered ropes. “Definitely not. I hope the structure of the train is better maintained.”

“You can check on that, you know.” He winked.

Great Scott! He was right. How distracted and foolish of her not to remember that. She pressed her palms along the wall beside her and reached into it with her senses. Wood and metal; staid and steady bits of Earth, the most stable and predictable of the Elements. Though they complained at the burden they were forced to bear, the Elements were strong, stable throughout. She heaved a heavy sigh.

“You are satisfied?”

“I am reassured.”

“I will accept that.”

A pair of well-dressed young ladies with a man in a fine dark suit, who was probably their guardian, entered. The older of the two girls, pretty, with blonde curls, and wearing a blue gown covered with stuff and nonsense, clearly thought very well of herself, and little of anyone else. With her snub nose in the air, she looked down on everyone. Beside her, shorter and thinner, a dark-haired girl with similar features, but dissimilar attitude, wore a dark plum gown that seemed designed to ensure she stayed in the background and did not compete with her sister.

“Pray excuse me.” The man took off his hat and bobbed his head at Rebecca. “Circumstances require that my daughters will be traveling alone to Cambridge today. Might you be going that far?”

All right, this was altogether uncomfortable, but she tried to keep her tone neutral. “We are.”

“I know it is a great imposition.” He looked over his shoulder at the girls. “But might you be willing to keep watch over them until they are delivered to their uncle’s man, who will meet them at the train station?”

The older of the girls looked ready to argue, but her sister nudged her.

“It will be a pleasure,” David said.

But he was decidedly wrong. The older girl chattered insufferably about things of no consequence. She was to come out and have her first season soon, and her uncle had promised to make many useful introductions for her while they were with him. He was an instructor at Cambridge, you see, and ever so well-connected to many good families with eligible sons. She seemed to have no real information, no interest in anything beyond the latest fashion, and she had the audacity to not appreciate the wonders of Birdy’s fruit hand pies when offered one. How much more of a fool could she be?
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Chapter 4


Hours—which seemed much longer than they were—later, David helped the Misses Ableson off the train and into the care of their uncle’s man, who carried a neatly penned sign and letter indicating he had been sent for the young ladies. The pair had been … distracting … which was not altogether a bad thing.

Later, when the tribulations of the journey were less fresh, he might remind Rebecca of that. But for now, the endless prattle-chatter of the elder girl would drown out any other memory. Not for any sense that she spoke. He was quite certain there had been none of that. No, it was the sheer volume of words and the lack of pause between disparate ideas. She seemed intent on keeping all attention focused on herself. Had the other girl even spoken?

It was difficult to remember, but was the sort of thing Rebecca would recall.

He hurried back to the train car. Rebecca had not moved since he had left. She opened her eyes and fixed her gaze on him. “Are they gone?”

“Safely delivered into the hands of their uncle’s man.” He lifted the hamper, much lighter now than when they had begun.

“Thank heavens. I am not exposed to that many words in a week.” She pressed her temples. “What an assault on the nerves!”

“Reminds me of the Inns of Court. I have found barristers, on the whole, are fond of their own voices.” And the less they knew, the more they talked.

“Such a shame she cannot take up that profession. She seems to have been born to it.” Rebecca pushed up to her feet and straightened her skirt. “I suppose we must find our luggage now?”

“I have already hired a hansom cab and arranged for our luggage to be loaded, which I imagine will happen by the time we have made our way there.” Ordinarily, he would not have taken such liberties. She was no frail flower that could not manage her own affairs. But, just this once, it felt appropriate.

“That is a relief. Thank you.” She took his arm, and they left the train.

The Cambridge railway station was smaller, calmer than the Brighton station. Without the soaring glass ceiling of Brighton, the energies of the crowd seemed more subdued. Though still teeming with people, something about them registered as less intense. Perhaps it was because Cambridge was not a destination for holidaymakers that the people here did not bring the same frenzy with them. Or it could be that the platforms only accommodated one train each, not two. Perhaps that explained why the Elements felt less disturbed. Either way, the change was welcome.

“How do you do it?” she asked. Somehow, that sounded more like a confession of weakness than a question.

“What do you mean?”

“I was given to understand your senses are as keen as my own, and yet you navigate this cacophony with such ease. I could assume you unaffected.”

He tried to catch her gaze, but she stared at the ground. “Far from it—although I believe you are more sensitive than I—if I have the appearance of greater success in this milieu, it is the work of practice and necessity. You were not thrown out into the world with no choice and little recourse. Had you no alternative but to master it, you would have.”

She flashed him a tiny smile, sad and vulnerable. So different from the usual way she carried herself. “Perhaps I need to consider these things for the school. How few girls would have developed such Skills. I might need to offer greater accommodations to offset the shock of moving to new circumstances and unfamiliar living situations.”

“My first instinct is to say coddling students that way will be counter to your purposes. But that is the sort of attitude prevalent in boys’ public schools, places I hated with every fiber of my being—cruel, brutal establishments I wouldn’t wish upon any child, much less one of the fairer sex. So, you may well be onto something. Ah, there is the cab I hired, and I see our luggage. Shall we?”

He helped her into the cab and gave the driver directions to Master McIntire’s home, near Cambridge University.

Travel drawn by horse, particularly a calm, old horse who would not be made to hurry for anything, proved soothing compared to the train, easing the buzz in his nerves as they plodded along. Hopefully, Rebecca found it so as well.

Master McIntire’s house sat on a little plot of land near the university proper. A neat yard, with a modest garden surrounded by a picturesque white fence, greeted them. The house itself, neither large nor small, grand nor plain, spoke of the man who lived there. He was who and what he was, nothing more and nothing less.

David helped Rebecca down from the hansom and escorted her through the front garden to the white-painted front door that opened as they approached.

“Come in, come in.” Master McIntire met them at the door. “I know my housekeeper should have shown you to my study, but I know you far too well to stand on that ceremony, David.”

Master McIntire looked exactly like David had left him. Short and square, hair graying at the temples, distinct lines creased beside his blue eyes. He was of an age when he should have had a bit of a pot belly. Practicing Wrights never achieved that distinction, though. That he was not gaunt, with drawn cheeks and skeletal fingers, pronounced his comfortable station in life.

He reached for David’s hand and clasped it, then pulled him into a back-slapping embrace. “My dear boy, how proud I am of you. Secretary of the Brighton Guild. Now you must introduce me to your fair companion.” He turned to her.

David’s heart swelled. This was the family he would have her know. “Master McIntire, pray allow me to introduce Master Rebecca Fuller of the Brighton Guild.”

She curtsied, color high in her cheeks. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Indeed. Indeed. Come inside, please.” He trundled into the familiar, narrow front hall, with the awkward table and white vase of slightly past-their-prime roses David had nearly knocked over every time he passed. “You are Morris Fuller’s daughter, no?”

“For better or worse, it is so.” She glanced at David, brows knit, as she forced a little laugh.

“What a heritage you have. Your father was a Wright of unparalleled acumen—”

“Until now.” David drew in his elbows to avoid the dreaded vase.

McIntire tipped his head, but did not concede the point. “And your mother—oh, she was quite the flame-tamer.”

“You knew her?” Rebecca gasped.

“I knew both of them. Before you were born, they lived a spell here in Cambridge. Created quite the stir, to be sure. Her Skill was one of the most poorly kept secrets in Cambridge. You look a great deal like her. Oh, but I am being rude. Come, come, you must sit with me and have some tea.” He gestured toward his open study door. Warm sunlight poured into the hall from the study windows.

“Master Fuller may be in need of some quiet rest before being subjected to the barrage of questions I can see you ready to assault her with.” David caught McIntire’s gaze.

“You must forgive an old curmudgeon for his lack of manners. I spend far too much time among Wrights and too little among polite company. My housekeeper has a room ready for you.” He cast about the hall until he found the housekeeper—the same sturdy, no-nonsense woman who had been there all the years David had known him—waiting where she always did, at the end of the hall. McIntire gestured to her, and she approached. “She will show you to your room while I have your luggage sent up.”

“Thank you.” Rebecca cast a look of pure relief at David as the housekeeper led her upstairs.

David followed McIntire back to his study. Almost exactly as he remembered it. Crowded with comfortable furniture—a pair of mismatched wing chairs, another pair of well-used upholstered chairs, several small tables, and shelves and cabinets to store and display his collections of interesting things—the room itself could be overwhelming to the unprepared. He was the sort of man who found all things interesting.

“Sit down. water’s on the hob for tea.” McIntire dropped into the wing chair nearest the fireplace and waved David toward the other one. “Heavens, if she isn’t the spit and image of her mother. I imagine she has the same temper, too?”

“I would say she has it under good regulation.” David chuckled as he settled into the lumpy wing chair he always used. “That is not to say she does not have strong opinions and determination to match any man I have known.”

“Her mother was determined as well, but not under ‘good regulation,’ as you put it. Had she been, we might have been at the point we are today a generation ago.” McIntire cast tea leaves into the plain ceramic teapot. “She looked quite travel-worn.”

“She is as sensitive as you’d expect, given the extent of her Skill.”

“How well does she manage that?”

“You are concerned about this school endeavor?”

“Of course, I am. Such a thing has never been done.” McIntire leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. “I see the look on your face, and you can put it to rest. I am not implying that it should not be done. It is a critical step for our survival. I am convinced, though, that all the challenges have not been adequately considered, yet.”

“I doubt that is even possible.” David sighed, glancing back through the open study door, toward the stairs.

“You are fond of her, no?”

“I have already told you as much. I shall not credit you with great powers of observation for that.”

“You would do well with a Wright for a wife, especially with what is coming.” McIntire poured the tea and handed David a cup.

“I don’t like the sound of that. What have you heard?”

“You can’t imagine the shake-up in Brighton Guild could pass unnoticed or unprotested?”

“Men are men, and no one faces the loss of power or esteem easily. One might hope that Sir Wilbert’s coup would be without further bloodshed—metaphorical, of course. But it is a great deal to expect. What have you heard?”

McIntire took a long draw from his teacup. “After Allbright and his cronies tried to lay siege to the London Guild, they spent some time here as well. Stirring up discontent and division wherever and however they could.”

“How much of a threat do you see in them?”

“Now that is a troublesome question, is it not? Men will blither and bluster to make a great show, but when asked to put their comfort at risk, then their true investment in a cause comes out. I wish I were the sort of witch we were once accused of being, able to scry and divine and know the unknowable. All of us feel the threat to our kind, but there are as many opinions on what must be done as there are Wrights to opine.”

“Still no straight answers from you, my old Master.”

“You would be disappointed, and worse, distrustful of me, should I change now.” McIntire laughed. “Tell me, face to face, is her Skill as unique as your own?”

“I was conservative for fear you would not believe me.”

“I find it difficult to believe. Your Skill is unique among all the Wrights I have trained.”

“I told you of the fire in the shop, but I left out a great deal.”

“I am listening.” McIntire braced his elbows on his knees and leaned his chin on his laced fingers.

“We rescued the boy who set the fire, and he ran from the building. She was unwilling to surrender to the situation and determined to save what remained of her livelihood.”

“But a building fire—no flame-tamer has such Skill or power. Don’t tell me she does.”

“Not in that way, no. Remember, she has been a Full Wright since the first days of her training and has a different approach to the Elements than we do. She taught me that the Skills of Wrights might be joined to perform together what could not be done alone.”

“Impossible.”

“Together we pushed the Air from the Fire, suffocating it. Blew out every window in the building doing it. A remarkable explosion. I still hear the rain of broken glass in my dreams at night. It is quite a remarkable sound.” Remarkable and disturbing.

“But how? It has been tried, but never achieved.”

“When you taught me, you would show me your Skill as you worked the stone, but I could not touch your Skill. But hers was different. I could touch it, join with it. I don’t know how to explain.”

“Extraordinary. Would she be willing—”

“To show you? I doubt it. It is a very—” David rubbed the back of his neck, heat creeping along his skin. “It is an intimate connection that she wouldn’t be comfortable—”

“You would not be easy with her sharing with another.” McIntire cocked his head in that irritating knowing way he had.

David’s cheeks burned. “I do not know whether to be offended or—”

“Grateful someone knows you so well?” McIntire leaned back and settled into his fatherly persona. “You have never done well with unsolicited advice. Nevertheless, I am going to subject you to it once again.”

“Not you, too,” David grumbled under his breath.

“Really—who? Not Wilbert?” McIntire laughed hard.

“I will not have my personal life subjected—”

“Enough moral outrage, young man. Listen to those older and wiser than yourself. Once she becomes known among our kind—”

“She is not a prize racehorse.”

“So that is Wilbert’s tack, is it? Vulgar, but that does not make it without merit. You cannot think me so crass. She is a rarity—almost as mythical as the rumored ‘wild Wrights’ who have no connection to the Guild or training at all—who will garner a great deal of attention from men more apt to create a good impression than yourself. In such cases as these, with men such as yourself, I find it advisable to show more feeling than you believe you have, not less.”

More feeling than he thought he had? What was that supposed to mean? “She will find that repulsive.”

“As you wish. However, looking at it from this side of life, I can tell you a Wright wife would have made all the difference in the world. And for you, even more so.”
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Chapter 5


She had only meant to lie down for a few minutes. Just rest her eyes and return to company in an hour. A longcase clock outside her room chimed seven times. She jumped. So late already? Perhaps she had not missed dinner, though.

She searched the cozy guest chamber, tucked into a corner gable space, for her luggage. There it was, on a stand beneath the window. Why was the sun pouring through the window?

Morning, it was morning!

What a marvelous way to make a favorable first impression on the man David counted as family. She hurried through her ablutions and made her way downstairs.

David met her at the base of the stairs and took her hands in his. Could he hear how rapidly her heart pounded? “I heard you stirring. Did you rest well?”

“Perhaps a little too well. I cannot believe I slept so long.” She bit her lower lip and shrugged.

“Travel is taxing and it is easy to underestimate just how much. The important thing is that you have been set back to rights now.” Such concern and warmth in his dark eyes.

Her stomach rumbled. “Except for that, of course, I am well.”

“Come with me, and we can satisfy that, too.” He escorted her to the modest dining room.

Painted in rich wine tones, accented with matching striped wallpaper, the modest chamber was lit by the morning sun. A proud, long table that would seat eight stood in the middle of the space, wearing a humble white cloth and three white place settings. Several landscapes, two oblong mirrors, and one portrait punctuated the walls with focal points.

A sideboard against the far, short wall held platters of fragrant breakfast foods: ham, pastries, two pots of jam and toast, and roasted potatoes. Enough to serve at least eight non-Wrights. It might suffice for the three of them.

“Good morning, Master Fuller.” Master McIntire rose from his chair nearest the window. “So glad you could join us for some breakfast. Pray, sit down.”

David held a chair for her and tucked it under the table.

“Some things are universal to Wrights, and appreciation for a solid breakfast is one of those.” Master McIntire winked. Had that been where David picked up the habit?

“Unladylike though it might be, I must agree.”

“We do not stand on ceremony. Help yourself.” He rose and placed platters from the sideboard on the table near her.

“Would you care for tea?” David poured the last of the tea. “We’ll need to brew another pot, I think.”

Rebecca pushed back from the table and laughed. “Was that a hint?”

“It is an impressive demonstration.” David’s eyes crinkled as he smiled.

“Which I can imagine our esteemed host has requested, and has been patiently awaiting?” She cocked her head and lifted a brow.

“One cannot blame an old Wright for his curiosity, no?” Master McIntire shrugged, lifting open hands.

“Since I anticipate seeking your insight in training apprentices, I suppose it is only appropriate that you see what you will be working with.” She stood and motioned for David to hand her the teapot.

Master McIntire signaled for them to wait, shuffled to a cabinet on the opposite side of the room, and retrieved a fresh teapot. “Will this do?” He handed the yellow and blue-flowered ceramic teapot to Rebecca.

She cradled the pot in her palms, reaching into it with her senses. “Not until the crack is mended. Shall I?”

“I am impressed. How did you identify it so quickly?” McIntire asked.

She traced the line of disorder from the base of the spout across the bottom of the pot. “Can you not sense the ache though the whole of the pot?”

“By holding it alone, though? You didn’t even look for it. Remarkable.” Master McIntire reached for a pewter tankard on the shelves above the cabinet. “What can you tell me about this?”

She took the tankard from him and ran her fingertips around the rim. “This was—” She stared at David. “You worked this. I can identify your Skill in it. You crafted this from two different tankards. Smoothed out dents, here and here, and reshaped the handle, adding this decorative flair here.”

“Great Scott!” Maser McIntire’s jaw dropped so far it was difficult not to laugh at him. “You can find all that in the piece? Did he tell you about that tankard, or can you really identify his craft?”

She handed David the tankard. “I am familiar with what his work feels like. Every Wright leaves their signature in their work. Like an artist signs their pieces. When you recognize the signature, it is easy to see it when it is there.”

“Can you show me?” Master McIntire said.

“Give me a moment with the teapot.” She smoothed over the crack and pulled a decorative ruffle along the foot. That should give him enough work to find her signature. “Now, take the tankard in one hand and reach into it where David’s work is. Notice how it is different to what you would do? Can you find it?”

“I believe so.”

“Now, lay your hand on the teapot, especially along that ruffle I just pulled. Can you find the difference between that and David’s work?”

Master McIntire closed his eyes, brow furrowed. He must be concentrating very hard. But to his credit, he was trying not to argue that she was spewing nonsense. “Yes, it is different, but familiar—oh heavens!” He nearly dropped the pot. “Wait here a moment.” He jumped up and disappeared down the hall.

“Does he do this sort of thing often?” Rebecca sat down and reached for a pastry, taking a huge bite. Best get something in while she could.

“Often enough. One becomes used to it.” David set the tankard aside. “You put on a good show. Planned or not, it is impressive.”

She swallowed the pastry before it was completely chewed. “How could this be planned? And you know better than to accuse me of wanting to put on a show. It is too early in the morning to be teased so.”

Master McIntire returned, cradling a long wooden box in the crook of his arm. “Here, look inside.”

Rebecca opened the plain, waxed wooden box to reveal the most unusual oil lamp she had ever seen. Crafted of brass, the lamp itself was in the shape of a powder horn. The brass horn was about a foot long with a slight ‘S’ curve, like a bull’s horns. A beaded brass ring formed a rim around the top of the horn to hold the lid and a wick. It sat atop a brass bird’s foot, a hunting bird probably, given the shape and length of the formidable brass claws.

“Forgive me, but that is the ugliest lamp I have ever seen.” David peered over her shoulder.

“That it is.” Master McIntire sat in his place. “What can you tell me about it, Master Fuller?”

Rebecca removed the lamp from the box and held it in both hands. She gasped and pulled away. David caught it before it fell from her fingers. “I’ve never … oh heavens!” She pressed the back of her hand against her mouth.

“What is it?” David reached for her other hand.

“That signature, I know it. I know them. Both of them. My parents, they made that—together.”

“David, see here.” She guided his hands to a spot on the lamp where the stand joined the horn.

“Yes, I can feel two joined Skills there. And they are much like yours. Were you aware they could do that?”

“I never even knew they had worked together. For most of my life, they were barely on speaking terms.” She turned to Master McIntire. “It seems what I thought we discovered was not so new after all. Apparently, my parents knew how to join their Skills decades ago. Here, you can see for yourself.” She held the lamp out. “There are two distinct signatures and a third that is a blend of both, but something singular, unto itself.”

Master McIntire grasped the lamp and concentrated, eyes closed. “I had never noticed before. But now you have shown me what to look for, I can find their signatures, and the unique overlap of the two. Well, you were right, my boy, I’m already gobsmacked, and I have not even seen her actual work.”

Though she’d rather have been allowed to have her breakfast first, she could hardly fault McIntire his curiosity. But what had David told him of her? “Perhaps after I make tea, you can tell me more about my parents. You knew them in a way I never did.”

“That seems to be a fair trade.” Master McIntire sat back, arms folded across his chest. “I am prepared to be amazed.”

She moved the yellow and blue teapot closer to her. How much of a show did he need? How much was she willing to provide? Her stomach grumbled and pinched. Not much. So, with no fanfare or explanation, she wrung Water from the Air and allowed it to trickle through her fingers into the teapot. She dried her hands on the tea towel David provided, then held the teapot, pressing Fire into the Water inside until it boiled. David folded another tea towel to hold the pot on the table. “May I have the tea?”

McIntire, wide-eyed and speechless, pointed to a nearby tea caddy, and she spooned leaves into the pot to steep. “I have never seen the like. You did not exaggerate, my boy. If anything, you did not give her enough credit.”

“You barely believed what I told you. You would have laughed me off if I had revealed everything.”

Rebecca sat down and poured herself a cup of tea. Gloating and self-satisfaction were not appropriate for a lady to express, so she quietly enjoyed them in the privacy of her own thoughts.

The housekeeper knocked and peeked in. “Your guests have arrived.”

“Oh yes, yes. Has it already gotten that late?” He glanced at a clock on the fireplace mantel. “Show them in. I hope you do not mind. Our local Guild Secretary wishes to speak with you, David. He is also excited about the school and has a student to recommend. An in-person interview is far more efficacious than a letter, no?” Master McIntire looked at her expectantly.

A quick peek at David revealed his surprise. Good, he was not part of this.

“I am not prepared for that, sir.” Rebecca scowled. No, she should not be so obvious, but for heaven’s sake, she had not even eaten yet. What did he expect? High-handed, infuriating man—had he taken lessons from Sir Wilbert?

Master McIntire huffed, dismissing her concerns with a single, irritating noise. “What is there to prepare for? Sit with her, have tea and talk to her—what is the difficulty?”

“What shall I say?”

“I am sure you will figure it out. Do not make more of it than there is.” Master McIntire stood, looking at the dining room’s entrance. “Ableson, what a fine thing it is to see you!”

Her jaw dropped. Consarn it! That could only mean—

“I see you have brought your nieces, Miss Ableson and Miss Brees Ableson. Do come in, you are most welcome.”

A serious, broad-shouldered man, in a pale buff coat and dark pants, entered. Two young ladies followed in his wake.

“You are the couple from the train!” Miss Ableson exclaimed, one hand covering her mouth. She wore a frothy, cream-colored dress, dotted with pink bows, like a dish of clotted cream with strawberries. “They were on the train car with us yesterday, Uncle.”

“Serendipity indeed. Since you have been introduced, you will not mind if we gentlemen excuse ourselves and leave you girls to have a bit of a chat with Master Fuller?” No need for an answer. Master McIntire led the gentlemen away as if it had already been agreed.

The girls stood in the doorway a moment, staring at Rebecca. What was one to do in such a situation? She was not mistress of the house, so it was not her place to welcome them in, yet, if she did not, who would?

Merciful heavens, she was not equipped for such situations! “Pray do come in and sit down. Would you like a cup of tea?” She glanced behind her. Yes, there were extra teacups on the sideboards. Probably should have checked that first. “Would you care for anything to eat?”

The Misses Ableson curtsied and sat down, avoiding the places David and Master McIntire had used. Rebecca poured tea and handed them cups.

“No, thank you. We broke our fast before we left.” Miss Ableson sipped her tea. “I had no idea we would meet you again. How extraordinary is that?”

“I would very much like one of those Bath buns, if you please.” Miss Brees, dressed and coiffed to blend into the shadows, sat beside her sister.

“You already ate enough at Uncle’s house. You will get fat if you’re not careful.” Spoken like a girl who had never experienced a Wright’s hunger.

Rebecca took a plate from the sideboard, placed two buns on it, and handed it to Miss Brees. She placed a second bun on her own plate.

Miss Ableson glared. “Our uncle—he is a Guild Secretary, you know—he was so insistent that we meet you. He says that you are the first of a kind, the first female Wright—”

Interesting—the girls knew of Wrights and the Guild. Later, she would discuss what that meant with David. “No, that is not accurate. I am hardly the first female, but I am the first recognized female Master Wright in the modern history of the English Wrights’ Guilds.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound as impressive, does it, now?” Miss Ableson rolled her eyes as she sipped her tea. “But I suppose it makes sense. We heard that your mother was a Fire Wright, so you couldn’t possibly be the first.”

“Exactly.” How did they know anything about her parents?

So much for the formidable secrecy among the Wrights.

“Uncle says you have been commissioned by the Queen herself—did you get to meet her? Was it thrilling to have a royal audience?”

“I did not meet her. The commission was conveyed in a letter with the seal of the Royal Guild. I do not expect to ever meet her in person. I am not a significant enough person to have an audience with the Queen.” Rebecca tried to catch Miss Brees’s eyes, but the girl looked away.

“Well, that is disappointing. It was implied that if we were part of your little school, then we should expect an audience with the Queen.” Miss Ableson cocked her eyebrow. Such a judgment-laden expression.

Miss Brees colored and huffed at her sister.

“I am sorry you were mistaken in your expectations of my ‘little school.’ I quite understand if the disappointment discourages you from wanting to attend.” Could it be so easy?

“Well, it is disappointing, but it still might prove worthwhile.” Miss Ableson frowned a mite. “Tell me, why would I want to go to your fancy academy?”

The better question was why Rebecca would want to have her. “The school is hardly fancy. It will be held in my home, which is still under repair because of a fire.”

“What happened?” Miss Brees leaned forward, out of her sister’s shadow, eyes wide.

“It is complicated. A young boy set fire to my shop.”

“The fire brigade put it out? How thrilling.” Miss Ableson batted her eyes as though she imagined handsome firefighters.

“No, it was Mr. Enright and myself who put it out.”

“How did you do that?” The Air around Miss Brees stirred, restless and uncontrolled. Interesting.

“It is easier shown than told.” Rebecca gathered all the candlesticks from the room and placed them in the center of the table. She lit each with a touch of her fingers.

The girls gasped, eyes wide.

Once all the candles were lit, Rebecca stepped two steps back from the table. She gathered a ball of Air in her hands and threw it over the top of the candles, blowing every one of them out. The girls blinked as the wind rushed past their faces.

“Oh, my gracious!” Miss Brees pressed both hands to her mouth.

“Well, that is something, is it not?” Miss Ableson drawled. “I have never seen much use to wrighting before, but that is quite interesting.”

“The fire in the shop was of course far larger, and well beyond the means of a single Wright to conquer it.”

“Why was Mr. Enright with you when you discovered it?” Miss Ableson batted her eyes oh-so-innocently.

“That is a complicated story I do not wish to discuss.”

Miss Ableson’s eyes grew even wider as she looked at her sister and giggled.

Rebecca smacked both hands on the table. “No, that is not a subject for discussion. How dare you presume to question his character or mine?”

“Well, what do you think we are to imagine in the circumstance?”

Rebecca jumped to her feet, nearly knocking over her chair. “We are done here. You are not suitable for the establishment I intend to create.”

“How can you say that? You have not even seen the tricks we can perform.” Miss Ableson nudged her sister with her elbow.

“Tricks? You consider these tricks? That alone tells me what I need to understand.”

“Come stand by me, Brees, take my hand, let us show her.” Miss Ableson pulled her sister up to stand beside her. “We will show you our best trick. You will be impressed.”

Miss Brees looked uncomfortable, even apologetic and defeated.

“Have a basin of water brought for us,” Miss Ableson commanded.

“I am not your servant.”

“Pray, Miss Fuller, please bring us some water,” Miss Brees asked, face flushed bright red.

Rebecca glared at Miss Ableson and cast around the room for an appropriate vessel. There, an empty vase. She marched to the vase and moved it to the middle of the table.

“But it is empty,” Miss Ableson sneered.

Rebecca leaned over the table and squeezed Water from the Air into the vase.

Miss Brees gasped.

“Now it is full. I believe you intended to show me something impressive.” She gestured toward the vase.

At least Miss Ableson had the decency to look unsettled. Why was difficult to tell, as there were multiple possible reasons for it. “Yes, well, Brees?” She took her sister’s hand again, lifting it to shoulder height. Their other hands lifted to match their joined hands, and they curled their fingers as though drawing something toward them.

A globe of Water rose from the vase and hung midair, shifting and swirling. Miss Ableson’s eyes narrowed as the Water sped across the table, directly toward Rebecca.

Oh no, no, no! She was not having that. She held one hand up and stopped the Water with a wall of Air.

Miss Ableson gasped.

With her other hand Rebecca reached out and surrounded the Water with her Skill, feeling the two girls’ Skill between hers and the Water. Interesting. She closed her eyes. Their Skills were different. One felt like Rebecca’s, with a faint thread of heat, an underlying affinity for Fire. That was the stronger of the two. The other was cold and unformed, definitely an affinity for Water, but a weak one.

The two Skills tried to pull away, but Rebecca held them fast. “Before I will take any apprentice, I would become familiar with their Skill.”

“Let me go!” Miss Ableson cried, stepping back, her Skill fading.

But Miss Brees held fast and pushed into Rebecca’s outstretched Skill.

“Touch my Skill like you were taking my hand.” Rebecca stepped closer to Miss Brees.

The girl swallowed hard and pushed into Rebecca’s Skill.

Raw, untaught, but the ability was there. So much like her own, it was uncanny, even a little uncomfortable. “Drop the Water with me into the vase, but continue to hold on to my Skill. Now, release the Water.”

The blob of suspended Water fell, half in the vase, half onto the table, splashing all of them.

“Now, reach for the Air, follow my lead.” Rebecca slowly teased trickles of Air between her fingers and pressed them back to Miss Brees. “Return the wind to me.”

“I am not a Wright. I only help my sister.”

“Feel how I do it and return it to me.”

Brees squeezed her eyes shut, her hands twitching with effort.

A tiny breeze touched Rebecca’s face. “There, you have done it. Excellent.”

“But it was very little.”

“It was enough to prove that you can. That is sufficient. Sit down, the exhaustion will hit in a moment.”

Miss Brees fell more than sat on the nearest seat.

Rebecca hurried toward her, filling a plate from the platters on the table. “Now, do not argue with me, you must eat. Wrighting is taxing on the body, and you cannot risk becoming depleted. Eat.”

“Yes, Miss Fuller,” she whispered as she reached for the closest item on the plate.

“So then, you will take me on as a student, no?” Miss Ableson exuded assurance like her cat, Balthazar, about to pounce on a mouse.

“Miss Brees is an excellent candidate.”

“Her? It was not her you were to interview, but me. I am the older sister, I should have—”

Rebecca held up her open hand. “I will discuss this with your uncle when he has finished his business with Master McIntire and Master Enright.”
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Chapter 6


David followed Master McIntire and Master Ableson into the cluttered, vaguely musty smelling study. Leaving poor Rebecca with the Misses Ableson was difficult, but refusing a meeting, even a casual one, with the Cambridge Guild Secretary would not serve them well either.

“Sit, sit, both of you are too familiar for us to stand on ceremony.” McIntire dropped into his favorite scuffed armchair near the crackling fireplace, so calm and comfortable, surrounded by his eclectic collections and worn furniture. “Ableson, you remember Enright, don’t you?”

“It has been some time since you were a student here, but yes, I remember you. You have come into some notoriety in the Guild, just as McIntire expected.” Ableson took the other wing chair, propping his feet on a petite mushroom-shaped footstool covered in needle-worked leaves and scrolls. Confident, almost to the point of arrogant, polished, and possessing enough rank and power to get most of what he wanted. Too much like Uncle Cresswell for comfort.

David pulled one of the other chairs closer to the fireplace between the wing chairs. “Notoriety? An interesting choice of words.”

“An interesting word for interesting times.”

“Interesting times? Perhaps not the way I would have described it.” David pulled his shoulders back and lifted his chin. Ableson needed a reminder that David was not a Cambridge student, but a Guild Secretary, equal in rank to Ableson himself, and a Full Wright, which granted even more status. “Would you be willing to tell me more about these interesting times?”

“You have created quite a stir in the Guild. You and your apprentice. Well, she really never was your student, was she? It was her father and not you who trained her, yes?” Ableson laced his fingers before his chest, so casual, but ready to pounce on any weakness he found.

“Quite. I named her my apprentice because it was the only way to convince the Brighton Guild to accept her for Mastery testing. She was operating in full Mastery well before I ever knew her. If the truth is told, it is she who has taught me a great deal.” What would the Cambridge Secretary do with that?

“Well, I wouldn’t go letting those details be known, not at this point.” Ableson’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t want to destroy all your credibility, now do you?”

“Learning from a better Wright would destroy my credibility? A singular notion, indeed. I thought it was the premise we built the Master-apprentice relationship upon.”

“Learning from a woman! You know that is what I meant. Look, there is no place of higher learning that accepts women to teach men. It simply is not done. Now this girls’ school the Queen has dreamt up is one thing. But if the idea were to get out that female Wrights, who have been heretofore considered mythical aberrations in the population, can outperform properly trained male Wrights, much less teach them—it might well be the end of wrighting as we know it.” Interesting statement from a man putting his nieces up for apprenticeship with Rebecca.

“Perhaps it would be a positive thing. Consider how we are currently on the path to consigning ourselves to obscurity and extinction. I propose it is time for change.” David slapped the arms of his chair.

McIntire stood, open hands raised. “Gentlemen, gentlemen, let us remember we are on the same side, after all.”

“I am not sure that is the case. What side are you on, Master Ableson?” David stood, arms crossed, spine straight.

“Take a step back there, young man.” Ableson chuckled. “I have been a Wright since before you were reading and writing and a Master since before you molded your first mud.”

“You have not answered my question. What is your position on these matters?”

“How do you define the factions, Master Enright?” Ableson remained seated, looking from David to McIntire.

“Are you invested in keeping one foot in the grave, consigning us to obscurity and extinction. Or are you ready to do whatever it requires to make a move to join this new era of modern industrialization, so we might survive and even thrive in a future we cannot yet imagine?” David clenched his fists.

A slow, smug smile crept up Ableson’s angular face. “He’s exactly as you told me, McIntire.”

Master McIntire reached over to clout David’s shoulder. “You are nothing if not predictable, son.”

Was that a sign he should stand down? What had just happened? “I am not sure whether to be flattered or insulted.”

“For now, consider it praise.” Ableson waved him toward his chair. “It will be necessary for you to be passionate about what you believe if you are to weather the coming storm.”

“I dislike the sound of that.” David perched on his seat.

“You cannot be surprised, though, can you? You expect the transition you hope to incite will be an easy one?” Ableson asked.

“Hardly. It seems you have given some consideration as to what such an evolution may entail.” David glanced at McIntire.

“Go on, tell him. Everything.” McIntire huffed a long breath, lines creasing around his eyes and lips.

“First, be aware I am most assuredly not part of the faction forming in opposition to the situation.” Ableson raised an open hand. “And you must understand, what I am going to tell you contains a great deal of speculation.”

“Faction? Situation? It sounds as if someone fears insurrection.” David sat a little straighter.

“The removal of Allbright and his cronies reads to many as a coup.” Ableson held David’s gaze.

“But it was Sir Wilbert who discharged them. Not me, not my apprentice. On instruction from the Royal Guild, no less.”

McIntire tsk-tsked under his breath. “A sanctioned coup is still a coup, I fear.”

“You read it that way, too?” David’s jaw dropped.

“Personally, no. I am certain it is a beneficial move for the Guild. Allbright’s cadre did nothing to improve the Brighton Guild and everything to hold it back. We all benefit from their removal. But that doesn’t mean those sympathetic to them perceive it that way.” McIntire pressed his elbows hard into the arms of his chair and leaned forward. “Consider this. We have had to keep our secrets to ourselves for a long time, and that has had side effects no one really wants to talk about.”

Ableson nodded, rocking slightly with each bob of his head. “It’s kept us set in our ways and afraid of change. There is a large and vocal bloc which abhors change and is convinced it will be the undoing of us all. They are convinced if the word gets out that there are Wrights in the world, we will be exploited and hunted into oblivion. The world has never been accepting of us, and if you think about it a bit, you can see how they have a point.”

David grumbled under his breath. “I do not agree, but I understand how one could be persuaded that way.”

“Good, that is helpful. If you can lean into that understanding, it will help you. When you can appreciate those who disagree with you, it can inform the approach you take with them, helping you to answer their concerns with reason rather than passion alone.” Now Ableson sounded like one of those annoying professors who thought they knew more about life outside their hallowed halls than they actually did.

“You believe this war will be won by reason alone?” A nice idea, but very unlikely.

“They almost never are. But they are hardly ever won without it.” Ableson traded glances with McIntire.

McIntire chuckled as he raked his fingers through his gray-streaked hair. “Precisely why we must be prepared. I expect Brighton is going to be the initial battlefield since its officers were ousted in the first skirmish and because of the school being established there.”

“Speaking of which, is it true the students will be designated as apprentices to Master Fuller? Serafina is not pleased at the thought of being an apprentice under any circumstance. Apprenticeship is below her station and that of most of the other girls who might attend.” So Ableson was conscious of rank and society. Not unexpected, but not helpful either.

“The Guild will regard them as apprentices to Master Fuller. There is no other model of instruction in the Guild. And consider, it is not as if we want the pupils talking about their schooling outside of Guild circles, anyway. Which brings me to the question of how much your nieces have been told about the Guild and Wrights. I overheard some of their conversation with Master Fuller and they had a significant amount of information that they should not have been privy to.”

“Indeed, they have, and I am concerned about the implications of their knowledge as well,” Rebecca said from the doorway. “Wrights have always relied upon secrecy for their first line of defense.”

Ableson pulled back with such a look of offense, David nearly laughed aloud. “How long have you been eavesdropping on our private conversation?”

“Are you not aware of the propensity of Wrights to have exceptional senses, including hearing? And the more Skilled the Wright, the sharper their senses.” She frowned and rolled her eyes. Clearly, she was not trying to curry favor with the Cambridge Secretary. “I could hear your conversation clearly from the dining room.”

“Is that true?” McIntire asked.

“Absolutely. Have you not noticed how taxing crowds and company can be?” David said.

“Not really, I have always been considered an unsociable man.” McIntire stirred uneasily.

“But why? I would put forth it is because of the discomfort of crowded situations. Think about it. I expect you will find that you are not sociable, not because of general misanthropy, but because the assault on your senses is intolerable.” David touched his ear.

“I never considered that, but you may have a point there.”

Rebecca whispered so softly any non-Wright might have mistaken her for only moving her lips. “φύσις μηδέν μήτε ατελές ποιεί μήτε μάτην.”

McIntire cocked his head and his brow furrowed.

“Oh, stop playing games now. I will not have my intelligence insulted.” Ableson struck the arm of his chair with an open hand.

McIntire grinned and nodded. “It was not your intelligence she insulted, but your senses. I believe that bit of Greek means ‘nature makes nothing in vain,’ or perhaps ‘nature creates nothing useless.’ Aristotle, if I’m not mistaken.”

“I would have translated it ‘Nature is neither imperfect nor vain,’” David said.

“You’re joking.” Ableson sneered.

“Not at all. Were you unable to hear me? I admit, my Greek accent is rather untutored, but it could not have been so difficult to understand.” Rebecca blinked at him in an uncomfortable affectation of innocence.

“You need to work on your accent, without a doubt, but I found it clear enough for the purpose,” McIntire replied. “I believe you made your point. Granted, I was sitting closer to you and only barely made out what you said. I expect Enright heard her much more clearly. Forgive me Ableson, you are a Master Wright, but not a Full Wright. It is in no way surprising that the Full Wrights would be more sensitive.”

“I am beginning to wonder if this is not an appropriate situation for my nieces.” Ableson turned his face aside. What had just made him so uncomfortable?

“So much the easier for me. Miss Ableson has a terrible disposition and little Skill to speak of. Training her will be a dreadful chore.”

“What do you mean? She has great promise!”

“No, she does not. Miss Brees is far more promising, and more tractable than her sister. She has been joining her Skill to her sister’s for quite some time and most of what they have shown you relies upon Miss Brees’, not Miss Ableson’s ability.”

“That is absurd.” Ableson jumped to his feet and stalked to the doorway. “Girls, pray come here, now.”

Dainty footsteps scurried down the hall. Miss Ableson and her sister appeared. “Yes, Uncle?” They both curtsied.

“Miss Fuller—”

“Master Fuller. Pray do address her appropriately,” David said.

“She has suggested your Skills, Brees, are more than we understood, and yours, Serafina, are less. Is that true?”

Miss Ableson stamped her dainty foot. “No, that cannot be. I am the eldest, of course I am better than she.”

“I am tired of this.” Rebecca marched to the center of the room. “Both of you, stand on either side of me.”

The girls stood beside her.

“Now, follow me and do as I do, but do not touch each other’s Skill. I will keep it from happening if necessary. Understood?”

“Yes.”

Rebecca glared at Ableson. “This should answer your questions about their Skills as well as my own. Sir.”

David fought the smile creeping across his face. It was not right to enjoy this so much.

“So, girls, follow me. Gather a ball of Air in your arms, and squeeze it down until the Water condenses and forms a cloud. Not so hard that it drips out of your hands, just a nice little cloud floating in the room.” She gathered a cloud before her.

Miss Ableson could not manage the first instruction and stepped away to her uncle’s side, while Miss Brees gathered a tiny wisp of cloud hovering before her.

“Now compress the cloud until—”

“I can’t do any more, Master Fuller,” Brees whispered and stepped back, her nebulous cloud disappearing.

“Oh, but with a little training you could do this.” Rebecca’s eyes turned wild. She threw her cloud toward the ceiling, pulling it in on itself until it swirled overhead, growing dark and threatening. She twisted her hand and lightning flashed, with a suitable clap of thunder on its heels. “I need something to contain the storm.”

McIntire jumped up, retrieved a pewter tray from one of his cluttered shelves, and went to Rebecca’s side.

“Hold that for me while I reshape it.” With one hand she molded the tray into a basin—a bit irregular, and asymmetrical, but still a remarkable piece of work considering the pending storm she held together overhead. She held the basin under the cloud and caught a miniature rain shower.

“That’s what you did in your Wardian case, isn’t it?” David asked.

“More or less.” Rebecca caught herself against the mantel. David hurried her into his chair. “Have I made my point, Mr. Ableson?”
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Chapter 7


Thankfully, Mr. Ableson and his troublesome nieces took the hint that their company was no longer welcome and showed themselves out. Or possibly, Master McIntire escorted them out. Rebecca had ceased paying attention at that point. The only thing that mattered was the silver jam pot that David pressed into her hands and maneuvering the spoon he’d provided from the jam to her mouth.

“That was quite a demonstration.” He crouched beside her, dragging the footstool closer so he could sit beside the wing chair.

“Don’t you dare ask me if it was necessary,” she hissed through a mouthful of sweet-tart mixed-berry jam. Not nearly as good as Birdy’s, but it would do.

“I wouldn’t dream of it, even if I didn’t already agree that it was essential. Ableson had no conception of the level Skill he was dealing with—or the potential that his twitterpated little nieces could become formidable under your tutelage. I’d say he needed a clear understanding of both those truths.”

“Niece, not nieces. Not the older one, no matter what the Queen says.”

“You will not be asked to, Master Fuller.” Master McIntire returned to the study—he must have shown his guests out after all. “I say, that pot of jam is a fabulous idea. Embarrassed I hadn’t thought of it myself.”

“Discovered it quite by accident after you sent me to train with other Masters. It was the closest food in reach at the time.” David steadied the pot for her as she dug out the last spoonful. “Needs must, you know.”

She blinked hard. Her vision would clear. Rational thoughts would form … eventually. “Is there any tea? More jam?” She held out the empty jam pot.

“I have been a terrible host, inexcusably neglectful toward your needs. Pray forgive me.” McIntire hurried out.

“Yes, it was right of you to ask, and no, you are not being rude.” David took the empty jam pot from her trembling hand. “That was quite the demonstration you gave us. Would I be going too far if I remarked on how spectacular you can be when you lose your temper?”

“Yes.”

He cupped her hands between his. “Then, pray forgive me. I have wondered what you’d done with your Wardian case to create the rain showers inside. I still can’t grasp how you make that work.”

“Perhaps, later—” She squeezed her eyes shut. Maybe that would bring the world back into focus.

“Or not. Just watching you, I realize there’s an incredible level of finesse in what you did. One I doubt I can achieve. Brute force, that I can do, but the fine control you exhibit, I fear, is well beyond me.”

Master McIntire entered with a heavily laden tray and pushed a plate with several sausage rolls at her. “Have your fill. There is so much I want to ask you, but I can’t have you swooning in the middle of my interrogation. I am sorry I interrupted your breakfast earlier with my nonsense. I know better, but allowed my excitement to run away with me.”

Rebecca took a large bite and glowered.

“Good, your sense of humor is returning. That is something. But what young Enright said is correct, the Skill you showed us was remarkable on many levels. Far more than I understood from your demonstration with the tea.” Master McIntire dragged his chair closer to Rebecca and sat down.

“Is it really so different?” She devoured the sausage roll and reached for another.

“Squeezing Water from the Air is a difficult enough task for one who is a born Air Wright, which as I understand, you are not. For a Fire Wright to achieve such a level of control of a foreign Element, well, it is stunning.”

She drained half her teacup. “I was not trained in a single Element, one at a time. I learned them simultaneously.”

“Which has long been thought to be impossible.” Master McIntire cocked a shaggy brow.

“My father insisted it was the only way to properly train a Full Wright. Perhaps he had not formed that opinion before leaving Cambridge, as I’m sure you would have been acquainted with the idea otherwise.” She finished the second sausage roll and reached for a sweet bun. Yes, it was appalling for a woman to eat so much, so quickly, but it was Master McIntire’s fault, after all. If it bothered him, he had only himself to blame.

“Now that I have seen you, I may be inclined to agree.” McIntire took a piece of toast and leaned back in his chair.

“I fear I’ve chased off a student in Miss Ableson, though. Miss Brees, on the other hand, has the potential to become a Full Wright.” She wiped her hands on a napkin David handed her and dropped her face into her hands. “I am not sure this notion of me trying to teach young Wrights is a good one.”

David tried to swallow a laugh but failed spectacularly.

“And what do you find so amusing?” Master McIntire tapped his foot in sharp staccato beats.

“I remember what it was like to be under you and those other Masters you sent me to when you decided I ought to be a Full Wright.”

“Are you suggesting that I was an inadequate teaching Master to you?”

“Not at all. But let’s be honest, even now, could you offer such a clear demonstration of what a Wright could be capable of?” David clasped Rebecca’s hands and looked straight into her eyes. “Don’t you think apprentices would be highly motivated by such a presentation? Enough for them to stick through a rigorous training process, with the promise of achieving such feats?”

“It isn’t that much, and of little practical value,” she whispered. “My father—”

Master McIntire snorted. “I knew your father and your mother, and no, they could not have achieved what you just exhibited. He may have been your teacher, but you have far surpassed your master.”

She shook her head, pressing her forehead to David’s hands. “He would roll over in his grave to hear you say that.”

“I’m sure he would, but that doesn’t make it untrue. It does add another layer of difficulty to all of this, though.”

“Exactly what we needed.” She dropped back against the chair and threw her arm over her face.

“I am afraid that even if you do not go forward with the school, this issue will persist.”

“And what issue is that, sir?”

“Between the cloth that was your Masterwork, created in front of the Brighton Masters, the Wardian case, your other Masterwork that Enright has gone on and on about, and what you have done here proves you, Master Fuller, are the most accomplished Full Wright in all of England.”

She did not move her arm to look at him. “I do not appreciate being teased, sir.”

“I am not joking, not at all. There may be individual Masters who could surpass your Skill in their particular Element. But in combining all the Elements together? I am certain that you are the most Skilled the Guild has ever seen.”

She pulled her arm away from her face, sat up straight, and spoke through gritted teeth. “Which is, of course, a problem because female Wrights do not actually exist?”

“In short, yes. You gave Ableson quite a bit to consider with that performance. And he is not a man to keep such things quiet. I imagine in a day or so, there will be more guests arriving to see what you are capable of for themselves.”

“So sad for them that we will be gone by then. I did not come here to become a sideshow attraction but hoping to gain insight in how to train apprentices!” She tried to push to her feet, but her knees refused to cooperate.

“You are hardly a sideshow attraction.” Master McIntire dropped his voice to a whisper. “Anyone who would think that underestimates what you bring to the table. But what I have seen today changes the whole matter of your school and who you should be training.”

“I’m not sure I understand.” She glanced at David, who seemed puzzled as well.

“When the Queen charged you with establishing an academy for female Wrights, she—all of us—had no real understanding of the extent of your Skill. Ironic as it is, knowing what I do now, I can already imagine those who might object to your school in the fear that you might turn out female Wrights more powerful than their male counterparts.”

“So first we are not … something enough in order to be Wrights. Now you say the Guild might fear female Wrights could be too powerful? This is absurd.” Enough was enough! This conversation needed to end—if only she could stand and leave this room!

David laid a hand on her arm, not restraining, but soothing. “No, I see what he is saying. And he makes a solid argument, frustrating as it may be. But what is to be done? I refuse to believe that this school is doomed from the start.”

“That is an excellent question. Master Fuller, if you would permit me to suggest a bold, even outlandish course of action: Take on male apprentices as well.”

No, he did not say that? “That is wholly unheard of!”

“All of this is unheard of.” Master McIntire maintained his calm, soft tone—almost as though he were trying to calm a skittish horse.

Not a flattering comparison. “Yes, but how is that going to help?”

“By training both male and female students the emphasis will shift from the—forgive me—danger this unprecedented female Full Wright poses to our way of life, and instead draw attention to how a different approach to training apprentices can revolutionize the Guild as a whole.”

“You are ignoring the obvious end point, though.” Now she could stand, and she did. “I am not about to put in the amount of work this school will require, only to have it snatched from me and a male schoolmaster installed over me, one who knows nothing of how to properly train Full Wrights. One who will be placed simply because of his—” no, now was not the time to make a crude mention of the male anatomy, but it was tempting. “Position as a mister, not a miss.”

David smirked.

“That is a real risk, I grant you. But I do not see another way to shift the focus to your method of training.”

“Even if I were to agree, how are we to find male apprentices willing to train under me?” She took a tentative step, only for David to catch her elbow as her knees softened.

“Right now, I am not sure of that. We can give some thought to that later. But first, I think it is essential that you go to Ableson immediately, Enright, and do whatever is necessary to see that he does not start talk among our Wrights here, which will hinder our efforts. He was rather unsettled when he and his nieces left.”

“That he was. I should be able to persuade him not to stir up the local Guild, at least not immediately. I will leave for Ableson’s place at once.” David helped her back to her seat and rushed out.

“If you haven’t already seen him in action, trust me, his powers of persuasion as a barrister are impressive. If there is anyone who can work on Ableson and his nieces, it is Enright.”

“I have no doubt you are correct.” She leaned forward and pressed her temples. “It seems, once again, my temper has thrown things into quite a bit of pother.”

“Pother? I suppose. No doubt, your temper moved things along handily. But I am not sure that is a bad thing. Often, I have found it is more effective to deal with the problem head-on than it is to let it infect and turn the entire system septic.”

“I love being likened to a vehicle of infection.”

“You are not the infection, Master Fuller. The Guild is infected with backwards thinking and stubbornness. No, you are the Fire that burns out the sickness.”

She winced. Was it too much to ask to be allowed to be what she was without notice or commotion made of it?

“Sometimes Fire is the only way to root out an infestation.”

“And destroy everything in the process.”

“Not everything. Gold and silver are purified in the fire; only the dross is burned off.”

“But too much Fire destroys the gold—”

He poured her a cup of tea. “I know this is a great deal to take in now. Have some tea and take a few deep breaths.”

“I am not sure that helps anything. What am I to do with apprentices, male or female? I have only studied under my father, who was hardly a conventional Master. Nor a kind or patient one at that. He was rude, brusque, and angry most of the time. Resentful of my Skill and my brother’s lack.”

“I can see that of Morris. He was never cut out to be a teaching Master. I am sure you can imagine what happened when he tried to train your mother.”

And now he would have to dredge that up. She covered her face with her hands. “I only have a few memories of those times, and none of them pleasant. How am I supposed to teach if I have never seen it done properly? Especially things which aren’t supposed to be possible, like the joining of Skills?”

“Perhaps we can sort that out together. That pewter tray you used to catch your rainstorm. You can show me how we might reshape it together.” He retrieved the tray, grinning like a schoolboy as he dumped its contents out the window.

Clearly, he would not take “no” for an answer. “You are excited by the prospect?”

“It has been quite some time since I have learned something new and different. I am your student, Master Fuller, instruct me.” He sat beside her and handed her the tray-cum-basin.

Oh, she was not up to this! Not up to anything but crawling upstairs into bed after another sausage roll or two. But he looked so eager, so ready to learn. Bother!

She laid her palm across one side of the pewter. “Put your hand along the other side. I am going to reach into the metal with my Skill. I want you to reach in from your side, but stop before you touch my Skill.”

He pressed his palm to the bowl.

She pushed her Skill through the metal, stopping about two-thirds of the way across. His Skill inched toward her. Heavy and firm, similar to David’s, but not. Less precision, more force. “Can you feel me approaching? What does it feel like?”

“Hot and sharp, it brings to mind a poker heated in the fire. Yes, you are there.” He stared at her, eyes wide. “I have never experienced a Fire Wright’s Skill before. Positively blistering!”

“You need not worry. David and I have worked together on a number of occasions, and I have never burned him.” She stretched the sides of the basin out flat.

“You cut through the metal like hot tin snips. It melts before you with no more resistance than soft butter.”

“That is why, when I must work with Earth, metal is my preference. It responds to Fire so well. But …” She adjusted, adapted her Skill for a different task …

“What did you do? The heat has dissipated and your Skill feels like a silversmith’s hammer now.”

“I am engaging the metal on its own terms, the way you do.”

“By Jove, extraordinary!”

“So let us work together. You feel my Skill like a hammer. Let your Skill be the arm that adds precise force to that hammer. We will reshape the tray, but add fluted edges and emboss the Guild crest in the center. First the shape.”

His Skill pressed through with force, not precision, behind hers.

“Do not control the hammer, that is my role, add the force, yes, like that.” Working with David had become so familiar, so comfortable. It was easy to forget how challenging it was to coordinate with another’s Skill. Perhaps a necessary reminder.

Beneath their hands, the tray took shape, each dip and furrow exactly as she had described it.

“I will pull away now, and leave you to press your maker’s mark into the tray. Feel how it all changes when you work on your own again.” She withdrew her Skill, then her hand, dropping back against her chair as crushing weariness descended.

The tray’s weight fell into his hands and he nearly dropped it. “Great Scott!” His maker’s mark appeared under his thumb, and he set the tray on the table. “Enright has described this to me, but his words did not do justice to the process.” He wiped sweat from his brow. “Pray, take another sausage roll, you must eat after this.” His hands shook.

“The Ableson sisters have been sharing their Skill together for quite some time, not knowing what they were doing. One can figure it out on their own, if one has someone trusted to work with …”

“While that may be the case, I am sure that in the wild, so to speak, it requires a particular type of relationship like the young sisters have, or even what your parents had. It is not something a typical apprentice could come up with. This alone proves both that your school is necessary, and that you have what is required to teach this.”

Rebecca shook her head. “I did little—”

“You may have said little, that is not the same thing as doing little. You guided the process, you showed me how to engage in something I have never done before, and this, this lovely article was the result. Yes, I could have formed that on my own, to be sure, but not so quickly, so easily. If more Wrights could do this, it would transform the culture of the Guild. And I think for the better.”
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Chapter 8


Three days later, Sir Wilbert barged into David’s office, pulled a chair from the cluster near the fireplace, and dragged it to David’s desk. Of course, he chose the awkward, oversized one he found most comfortable, which was kept there specifically for his use. Given the frequency of his calls to David’s office, it made sense—or suggested that Sir Wilbert spent entirely too much time there. That was also a distinct possibility. “So, tell me of your trip to Cambridge.”

Was it David’s imagination, or did that chair smell more of smoke than the others in the room? Or was he unusually sensitive to reminders of Cinderford today?

“As you might imagine, it was not as simple as one might have hoped.” David shifted a pile of work he intended for today off the spot on the desk where Sir Wilbert would lean his elbow.

“Old news there. Tell me what happened.” Sir Wilbert parked his elbow in the cleared space. Given his formal, crisp suit, the relaxed posture felt a little out of place.

“I’m not sure where to begin. I had several interesting discussions with Mr. Ableson, the Secretary in Cambridge. He suspects that there is growing unrest related to the ousting of Allbright and his cronies.”

“Not unexpected. Does he believe the disgruntled Wrights are organizing?”

“It is quite possible. He has maintained a neutral persona, so no one is sure where he stands. Both sides are courting him. Ableson has warned me to expect Allbright et al to submit a petition he’s been circulating against the whole notion of female Wrights in London soon. He and his cronies have been working hard to garner support.”

“Do you trust Ableson?” Bother that Wilbert would ask that question.

“Trust is a strong word. I believe he is sympathetic to our side, at least for now.”

“That suggests you have some doubt that his sympathies are firm. What leads you to that conclusion?” No point in arguing that Wilbert was only speculating about David’s opinions when Wilbert was right. “I understood his niece was a candidate for Master Fuller’s school.”

“That’s where things got complicated.”

“Of course they did. Did the complications involve a certain flame-tamer’s temper?” Wilbert’s lips pursed in a small frown, but the roll of his eyes was good-natured. Such a singular tolerance of Master Fuller’s foibles he had.

“The elder girl, though possessing some Skill, was unsuitable. She was being pressured to apply by her uncle in some misguided hope that it might attract the Queen’s attention to her. When Master Fuller disabused her of the notion and insisted on a proper demonstration of Skill, things became … heated.”

“In the literal sense, I imagine.” Wilbert snorted a chuckle.

“Master Fuller made an impressive presentation both of her Skill and of the younger sister’s potential, which was much more developed than the elder’s. While I think it was appropriate, it sent Ableson and his nieces packing. Had the affair been limited to that, it would hardly be worth mentioning, but her exhibition was so impressive that McIntire added an additional concern to the list. He fears that if the scope of her Skills becomes well-known, there will be fear her establishment will turn out dangerously powerful female Wrights, a hazard to themselves and others.”

Sir Wilbert slapped his forehead and muttered a few colorful terms not suitable for mixed company. “Damn it, Enright, the irony there is of literary caliber! I must appreciate it for that. At least he did not accuse her of uncovering a mythical nest of wild Wrights and trying to bring them into the fold. Still, though, he may have a solid point. Those looking to oppose the Queen’s initiative will latch onto anything that might help prove their point, no matter how absurd it might be. And that notion of McIntire’s is alarmist enough that they would make something of it.”

“Master McIntire offered a suggestion that might ease the situation.”

“Why do I have a feeling it will be as absurd as the accusation?”

“He suggests that the school be expanded to include male apprentices.”

To Sir Wilbert’s credit, his jaw only dropped for a moment. “And did he propose where these additional apprentices might come from?”

“No, sir, that he left for you to solve.”

“Of course, he wouldn’t want to steal my thunder, now, would he?” Sir Wilbert laughed heartily. “You know what would make that process far easier?”

David rolled his eyes with far less good humor than Sir Wilbert had. “I imagine you will contrive to tell me it is one more reason I must be married to Master Fuller sooner rather than later.”

“And once more you sound like you do not approve. You realize that if she is safely married, and to a Wright of her own status, she will be perceived as much less of a threat to all.”

“You make it sound as though she were some sort of wild animal to be tamed.”

“The description is not entirely untoward. Unmarried women of significant ability and intellect, Wright or mundane, are threatening to those who are insecure in their own place and power.”

“Taming is not a reason to marry.” Pray let her be nowhere near this conversation. If she were to overhear …

“Are you telling me you have no interest? Because if that is the case, I will stop warning away those who have been inquiring about her.”

“Inquiring about her? Like some prize racehorse?”

“That is not how I would describe it. But yes, several discreet inquiries have crossed my desk wondering if there are any marriage plans in the works. There are those among us who would see her as something of a prize to be won.”

David slapped his desk. “That is preposterous. You have told them off, yes?”

“For now, but if you do not act on your interest soon, I cannot keep them at bay. If you are interested in the woman, then do something. Or don’t. Stop waffling about. It is not becoming to your character or your station to seem so indecisive.”

“Is that all that has been happening whilst we have been gone?”

“Hardly. Besides three separate marriage proposals directed toward Master Fuller—”

“Three proposals!” That had to be an exaggeration for effect.

“Actually, there were several others that were hints, not direct proposals. I told you … but you do not wish to hear about that, so moving on from there. In that stack of paperwork on your desk you will find recent grievance filings. Of course, there will be those who are filing complaints regarding the removal of the former officers, then there are those who are petitioning to be given a chance to fill those offices themselves, objections to Master Fuller’s recognition of Mastery by the Royal Guild—some feel it is an overreach of their powers. Then there are those, coming out of the woodwork like rats fleeing a fire or flood, who are complaining about how the Brighton Guild has failed them, not unlike the way it failed Master Fuller. Those charges will require full investigations. I imagine most of your time will be spent there.” Wilbert’s expression added, I’m glad it isn’t me.

“If there are so many protests, why haven’t they come forward before?”

“Why should they? Between Cinderford and Fitzsimmons, they knew there was no remedy to be had. So, they paid their dues, and kept their mouths shut—the only way to continue to practice their livelihoods. But now things are different.”

“Lovely, just lovely.” David raked his hands through his hair. “Anything else I should know?”

“Yes, that young Wright you discovered at the theater, I have identified her and where she lives. Please convey that information to Master Fuller so she can pay her a visit.” Wilbert pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and tucked it under a granite paperweight. “That is everything for now, I think. I’ll be by if I remember anything else. Good day, then.” Wilbert tipped his head and left, leaving his chair near the desk as if to promise another conversation soon.

David sighed and stared at the daunting stack. They had only been gone a few days. How was it possible that this much had gathered in that short time? Perhaps the cowards waited until he was gone to file their complaints, to avoid doing it to his face.

He arranged the papers in a single pile and cleared the rest of the desk onto an empty shelf he kept free for the purpose. A quick sort through the chaos could only improve the situation.

A letter-opener. He needed his letter-opener. He wrestled the long drawer open and reached in without looking to retrieve his letter-opener. The long, uneven pewter instrument, the work of an apprentice, was the first object—identifiable object—he had ever wrighted himself. Every time he held it in his hand, the sense of hope and a future that filled him when he made it rose afresh. Though he could have produced something much more impressive with little effort today, nothing could take the place of that apprentice work.

Now he was prepared to do battle with the mountain before him.

He opened the first envelope. Outrage! An utter outrage. How could you …

The words screamed from the page and he held it at arm’s length. Not a propitious beginning, not at all. He skimmed through the rest of the aggrieved message. Definitely one for the “Protest against the removal of Allbright and company” mound. Perhaps if he collected all those and wrote a proper brief on their contents, he could pass the whole matter into Sir Wilbert’s hands.

There was a pleasant thought.

The next three envelopes revealed similar sentiments and were quickly dispatched to the same pile. A paperweight, the stack needed a paperweight before some well-meaning Guild Master threw open his door and sent them flying.

He opened another drawer and pulled out a piece of marble. He’d had this bit of stone for quite some time, part of the excess he’d carved away from some funeral monument long ago. He’d kept it because of the particular way it responded under his hands. He shaped it into something appropriately rough and rugged to suit the mood.

The next one began with What is the Guild coming to, granting a woman … He chuckled under his breath. Of course he could not, should not, do it, but it would be satisfying to bundle this and similar letters together and dispatch them to the office of the Queen to answer. That would be quite the thing, would it not? Granted, he could not do that, but perhaps there was something in the idea worth pursuing. If there were too many complaints like this one, then it might make sense to seek some definitive action, ideally from the Royal Court Guild, that could help to settle the matter decisively.

He started a new pile. And found another paperweight, a cantankerous piece of granite that he did not reshape. It made him think about Rebecca whenever he saw it. She was the one who had taught him the secret of working the stone properly. A reminder and proof that the complaints were dangerous hogwash. Definitely the right article to set atop those protests.

The opening lines of the next several missives made them easy to categorize, so easy he did not bother reading on once he could identify whether it was Rebecca or Allbright and his cronies at the source of the complaint.

He leaned back and rubbed his eyes. This was getting old. One more, perhaps, then he would take a quick break.

Oh, this one was different. Secretary Enright, …

He set aside his letter-opener and smoothed the missive over his desk. This was the first time he had been addressed by name. There was something official and significant about that change. Probably nothing more than a litany of better-written complaints, which he could do little to address, like the rest of them. But at least this one was polite at the start, so he would respond with a polite, if quick, reading to honor the demonstration of good manners.

Secretary Enright,

My name is Harrison Dwyer, and I am a recognized journeyman Earth Wright, having learned under the hand of Master Melton Lawlor. I reside in Brighton and so I bring this matter to the attention of the Brighton Guild.

There is an established contract, which I believe has been violated by Master Lawlor.

The details of my complaint are as follows: …

What was this? An actual, proper concern, filed in the proper way, for the proper reasons? Was it even possible? He’d begun to consider the possibility as mythical and unlikely to be experienced in his lifetime!

So that was a bit sarcastic. Even so, it was a wonder to hold in his hands an actual matter appropriate for him to deal with as Secretary and as Legal Counsel to the local Order. That class of document required a special paperweight. He retrieved a regal cluster of quartz crystals from his drawer, glittering like precious gems, and established a new stack front and center on his desk.

More letters for the marble pile and several more for the granite.

And another very interesting note.

You have more support than you know. If you wish to learn more, place a pair of oil lamps in the window of your boarding-house room, and I will send you details of where and when to meet.
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Chapter 9


Rebecca leaned back in her chair and touched the wall of the tiny Guild Office space she called her own. She read the unexpected letter once more, then folded it along the original creases, and tucked it into her desk. How did one respond to such a missive?

Brees Ableson had written to her. The girl had some interest in pursuing an apprenticeship, despite her family’s objections. They had not outright forbidden her from the opportunity, but they also refused to do anything to support it. Lacking independent means, Brees was uncertain how to proceed, but she wanted to make certain that “Master Fuller” knew that the interest she’d expressed in Brees was much appreciated.

From the look of things, Miss Serafina Ableson overshadowed everything in that family and Brees enjoyed little notice from them. It was a wonder that they expressed any opinion at all about the possibility of an apprenticeship. Rebecca was unlikely to see Brees again. Still, it was a mark of the girl’s sympathetic character that she expressly appreciated the opportunity. How was Rebecca to respond, though?

Tomorrow, she would deal with that tomorrow. Today, she only had one matter to consider: Sir Wilbert’s insistence that she call upon the young Wright from the theater, called Emberly.

She pressed the heels of her hands to her temples. How did one start a conversation like that? Hello, I know the secret you are keeping, that you are some sort of witch, and I can train you to be a better one? No, that hardly seemed the thing.

She read over the notes Sir Wilbert had given her, describing everything known about the girl. No known Wrights in the family. That was particularly interesting, especially since it suggested she had figured out how to use her abilities entirely on her own. Something of a wild Wright, out in the world, ungoverned by the guidance of Guild or teaching Master. The type the Guild believed not worthy of their concern because they’d never make much of their Skill. Or at least that was the common belief. One of many that Rebecca questioned.

The girl’s mother was dead. The father supported multiple children as a dustman. The older children worked to contribute to the household. Not an uncommon situation—just an uncommon young person caught in the middle of it.

She braced her hands on the desk and heaved herself out of her chair. But best to get it done and over with. And hope she did not destroy the whole of the English Wrights in doing so.

There had been numerous complaints leveled against her in recent days, warning about that exact concern. David, of course, insisted she should ignore those letters and give them to him to deal with in his capacity as Secretary. She did so, more to prevent herself from reading them over and over and over, than because she wanted him to fight that battle for her. He must have suspected that because once the letters were in his possession, he never mentioned the complaints again.
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She pinned her hat in place and fastened her wrap against the brisk winds whipping through Brighton today under a sky gray enough to leave one wondering if it would or would not rain.

The walk to the theater drew her past the cemetery where she had first met Birdy. What a propitious meeting that had been for both of them, the start of a friendship that had, not to be too dramatic about things, allowed both of them to continue on in their chosen professions, as each supplied what the other most needed.

Perhaps that was a sign that things would go well in her meeting today. Or perhaps it was wishful thinking. Either way, though, it was better than succumbing to the darker thoughts taunting her at the edges of her awareness, just out of sight. The ones she needed to avoid, lest she run away from the Queen’s commission altogether.

Rebecca turned down the alleyway behind the theater, a narrow dark passage there the shadows seemed more threatening than friendly. A sensation only heightened by the scents of old garbage and human waste. After several steps, she paused to listen—people were always noisy, especially when they were trying to hide. They breathed loudly; their hearts beat faster. If one knew what to listen for, one could hear them—at least if one was a Wright and knew what to listen for.

Silent but for the wind’s whistle and the scrabbling of rats in the shadows. Well, there went that excuse to flee from this errand. She continued to the door marked “Theater, stage crew only” and knocked.

A rough-looking man in worn clothes poked his head out, snarling. “Whatcha want?”

“I … I am here to see Emberly, if you please.” She pulled back her shoulders and lifted her chin.

“What for?” He blocked the door opening with his body.

“I have a message from her great-aunt that must be delivered in person.”

“Does she have an inheritance coming to her?”

“I cannot reveal any of the message to anyone but her. If she wishes to share it, then she might, but I can only speak with her.”

“Then there ain’t no money to be had in it. She’s working for me now, and I won’t have her gadding about, jawing with the likes of you while she’s supposed to be working for me.” He slammed the door so hard she jumped back.

Well, that was something. Not the welcome she had expected. Not surprising, but it made it difficult to carry out her errand. Sir Wilbert had been of the belief that convincing the girl to join them would be the problem, not getting to speak with her in the first place.

Rebecca walked to the end of the alley and back again several times. Though dim, the confines were a lovely, if malodorous, break from the wind. Should she knock one more time in the hopes of someone less formidable answering, or return to the office and work out a different strategy? She had come all this way, though, and it would be a shame to leave without trying at least one other approach.

Perhaps the front door. It seemed a bit too obvious, but what harm would it do?

She left the alley and made her way to the front door, under the white colonnade that reached almost to the street, feeling as obvious as a cat creeping into a henhouse.

Interesting, the front door had been blocked open slightly. Who was she to ask why or to question her good fortune? She slipped inside.

Such a whirlwind of activity in the dim space! Only a few of the many gas lamps were lit, littering the room with many shadows. Large crates were strewn about the wide, tiled foyer, some open, some still nailed shut. Bits of sawdust and hay littered the floor, and their scents hung in the air, the packing material discarded as the mysterious contents were unloaded.

“Oy, you there!” A sweaty man in shirtsleeves, standing atop a stack of crates, pointed at her from across the room. “You the replacement seamstress what was supposed to be sent?”

“I am.” She hated to lie!

“Take the door to the left of the box-seats door, down the stairs and to the right. Emberly’s in the costume storage now and will set you up.” He nodded and turned back to the crate he was unloading.

That seemed far too easy, but who was she to turn her nose up when fortune smiled her way? She followed the directions, down a narrow, dark, and uneven staircase, along an equally cramped hall that ended in a large room with a low ceiling lit by slender windows at street level. The space was filled with wardrobes and hanging racks and trunks, clothing and costumes strewn about every surface and even the floor. The dust made her nose itch. She sneezed three times in rapid succession.

“Who’s there?” A thin girl poked her head out from between two wardrobes. Her clothes were worn and dusty. Her dirty blonde hair, which had long escaped the braid intended to hold it, made her seem younger than Sir Wilbert’s claim of fourteen years. But her bright green eyes sparkled with energy—that was a favorable sign. “You the seamstress I’m waiting on?”

“Not quite.” Rebecca stepped closer. “I believe you were expecting my call, though. Sir Wilbert sent me.”

“’e never did say what he wanted, never expected he actually meant to send someone. Got work to do, so make it quick, lady. Don’t got time to waste jawing.” She folded her arms over her thin chest and tapped her foot in a universal expression of impatience.

At least they wouldn’t have to make small talk. That was something. “My friend and I were at the theater two weeks ago—”

“If you have some complaint, I ain’t the person for you to talk to. And if you’re related to one of the understudies, no, I ain’t going to make it so they will get to perform. That ain’t my business, and I won’t get involved with the actors. So you can go elsewhere for that.”

“Thankfully, neither of those are related to my errand today. I have come to see you.”

“And what would that be for? I don’t owe you money. Did me pa—”

“No, there is no debt involved between us.” Rebecca lifted open hands.

“Then why in the bloody blue blazes are you bothering me?”

“My friends and I have seen you work, and we are interested in what you do.”

“Me sewing? The costumes?” The side of her mouth turned up in something halfway between incredulous and a sneer. What an expressive face she had.

“No, the way you were lighting the stage lights a couple of weeks ago.”

The girl’s eyes grew wide and darted about as though looking for an escape route. “Whatever you thought you saw is a stage trick, part of the stagecraft we practice here.” She waved her hands to drive the ideas away. “You can dismiss any notion of more than that from your mind. Wild imaginations inspired by the magic of the theater.” The words were well-rehearsed, almost as though the girl believed them herself.

“I understand why you say that, why you want me to believe that. But I know what I saw. Something like this—” Rebecca walked to an unlit gaslight and snapped her fingers to light the lamp.

The girl’s jaw dropped even as she poised to run.

“You don’t need to run from me, Emberly. My name is Rebecca, and I understand what you do and what you are.”

“What I am? I am a stagehand and assistant seamstress here at the theater. That is what I am.” Emberly skittered back several steps.

“That is not all you are. I think you know that. Can you do other tricks? Tricks with Air or Water?”

“I’m not a witch. There ain’t no such thing and it’s against the law for you to say so.”

“Not a witch, but a Wright.”

“A what?”

“A Wright. A person able to touch and move the Elements as easily as those roustabouts out there move those crates. No magic, no witchcraft. Just a Skill that few possess.”

Emberly met Rebecca’s gaze, fleeting, like a fawn ready to spring away. “I saw you do that, too. You have this Skill?”

“I do. I have many Skills, as a matter of fact. Skills that I have been asked to teach others who are like me.”

“Teach like a Master to an apprentice? Or a school? What do you mean?”

“A little of both. I will be opening a school soon and have an opening for another student.”

“Why you bothering with me?” Emberly shook her head and turned her face away. “Can’t you see I’m working here? Me family needs my job. There’s five of us kids, and ma died years ago. Can’t pay the rent or put bread on the table if I’m not doing something useful. So even if I were interested, I can’t. Ain’t gonna be the reason me brother and sisters go hungry.”

This was exactly the type of young person Rebecca wanted to train: determined, hardworking, reliable. “Of course not. I understand the realities of that situation, too. Perhaps there is something that might—”

“No, we ain’t taking charity from no one, never. We ain’t that sort.”

“Until it nearly burned down, I ran Fuller’s Fix-All. I can teach you that craft, if you are interested. That’s the kind of trade that could take you much farther than what you are doing now. Think of what you might be able to do for your family, for yourself with that.”

“That is all well and good, and it is kind of you, Miss Fuller. I know of your shop and its reputation. But it’d take years for me to be pronounced skilled enough to do paid work, won’t it? And me family needs to live in the meantime. So no, even if I were interested—and I’m not—I can’t.” The girl’s words might say one thing, but her eyes, the look on her face, said something very different.

“I understand. But if you should want to talk more about it, here is my card. You can come by at any time, and we can talk.” She handed Emberly a calling card.

Emberly looked at it and shrugged, but she tucked it into her pocket, which was positive. “You need to go now, or pick up a needle and start sewing. The costume master will be in afore long and she gets irate if she don’t see everyone working.”

“What is the next project?” Rebecca asked.

Emberly shrugged and held up a man’s coat, bright red with gold brocade, definitely a theater piece. The shoulder seams had been ripped open on both sides. Both stitching and the textile were damaged.

“That’s going to have to be remade. There’s fabric for new sleeves over there—” Emberly pointed to a trunk near her feet, overflowing with showy, even gaudy, material.

“No need.” Rebecca ran her fingers over the damaged portion of the armhole. Basic wool—that was an easy fiber to work. With one hand inside the coat and another out, she reached in and rewove the fibers and reformed the seam. Emberly crept closer and closer, watching. “Do you want to feel what I am doing?”

Emberly nodded.

“Then place your hand here,” Rebecca pointed to the shoulder seam, “and reach into the fabric as I am working.”

Emberly shook her head, as though not understanding, but, perhaps instinctively, she did as Rebecca asked.

Small, stiff fingers of Skill reached toward Rebecca’s work as she made the final repairs on that sleeve.

“I’ll be. I never thought such a thing could be done, Miss. It’s uncanny.”

“It can be, until you become accustomed to it. As I said, you are always welcome to come by and have a chat. I will leave you to your work now.” Rebecca pressed the half-mended coat into Emberly’s hands and made her way back to the street.

Coarse and unkempt, the girl had a real Skill. Untrained, even wild though it was, it was sharp and bright and primed to train into something effective. She had Mastery in her, if given the chance. The question was, how to give her that chance?
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Chapter 10


David sat at his tidy workspace, Rebecca seated stiff-backed across from him. Sir Wilbert paced the bookshelf wall alongside the desk, hands clasped behind his back.

Shadows cast from the gas lamps along the wall chased after him, like a crowd of sycophantic followers hanging on his every word. Though no fire had been laid in the fireplace, the temperature in the office had risen several degrees and a slight breeze was stirring, swirling the smoky scent Cinderford had left behind. Not a favorable atmosphere for a meeting.

“I’m afraid the girl was adamant, Sir Wilbert.” Rebecca turned sideways in her chair to follow Sir Wilbert’s tense strides. “She was interested, to be sure, but she feared for her family’s survival without her income. There are several other children in her home. Her father, as I understand, is a dustman and the older two siblings work as sifters in the dust yards. Together they are barely keeping a roof overhead and food on the table. If she were to become an apprentice with me, yes, they would have one less mouth to feed, but that would not balance the loss of her income, leaving the family in dire straits. Were that not the case, I believe she would have agreed, but as it is now, she cannot see her way clear to do it. Given the circumstances, I cannot pressure her to do otherwise.”

Sir Wilbert stopped midstep, head cocked and rubbing his sharp chin. The shadows following him stopped, too, as if waiting with bated breath for his proclamation of wisdom. “There’s a thought. Did you get any indication that any of the other children might have Skill?”

“It was hardly something I could have asked outright, so I don’t rightly know. However …” she allowed the word to hang in the air. “Given the strength of her Skill, it’s likely that at least one of the others has Skill. A few things she said about her brother’s aptitude as a sifter—he has a knack for finding bits of useful metals in the dust—make me wonder if he might have some Skill with Earth.”

“Comerford and Crampton have graduated their last apprentice to journeyman status not long ago. They may well be amenable to taking on another apprentice. And the Royal Guild, in keeping with the new push for educating young Wrights, strongly recommends offering stipends to those who take on new apprentices from outside family and Guild connections. Do you think it might improve the family’s lot to have two children placed in the study of gainful trades?”

Rebecca squeezed her eyes shut and drew a deep breath. The temperature near the desk rose again. “Clearly, you do not understand the realities of poverty, sir. It would take yet another income from the family, the two most valuable ones apart from the father’s. It might make matters even worse than only removing Emberly’s contributions.”

“I wonder how many young Wrights are in similar situations, unable to avail themselves of training for simple matters of economy,” David murmured under his breath.

“Then I only see one solution.” Wilbert turned to them, striking his fist into his palm. “I will put my resources to finding a more lucrative employment for our common dustman. Surely, there can be some other vocation he would be qualified for. And it seems to me with two children in advantageous apprenticeships, it would not take too much more in his pay packet to make the books balance for him.” Sir Wilbert nodded and pulled his shoulders back hard, so self-satisfied with his solution.

Rebecca rose in a controlled, elegant motion. “Isn’t that high-handed, meddling in his family like that? We do not even know the boy is a Wright, or that he should be interested in an apprenticeship at all.” Her posture screamed disapproval, as did the additional rise in temperature. Would Sir Wilbert ever learn to pay attention to those signs? But then again, did it even matter to him? Once he made a decision …

“What harm is it to assist the father into more lucrative employment? If it can be managed, it will be done with care and dignity and full assurance that the occupation will not hinge on the success of his children as Wrights. There is no point in placing the man where he stands a significant chance of failure.” Sir Wilbert dusted his shoulders. “No, it is the only way. We need young Wrights, and must use whatever means at our disposal to get them trained and of use in society—”

“—and attached to the Guild, I imagine.” Rebecca didn’t bother to hide her bitter tone.

“Of course, that goes without saying.” Sir Wilbert rolled his eyes, though at least he had the decency to attempt to hide it.

“Because the Guild is the best thing for all Wrights, and there is no way it could be problematic.” Fire filled her voice.

Sir Wilbert harrumphed. “I understand your concerns, Master Fuller.”

“Do you? Do you really?” She clenched her fists.

David stood, ready to … do what? No, Rebecca had better control than to do something untoward, but still it seemed the right thing to be prepared to step in.

“Have you forgotten that I have been on your side through this entire matter, madam? No, I have not endured what you have at the hands of hidebound, misinformed, misogynistic misanthropes, but give me the credit I am due for intervening on your behalf as I have. That should speak louder than any words I can offer.” Wilbert’s words, cool and solid in the face of Rebecca’s heat, hung in the air between them as they stared at each other.

Were those sparks flying, or David’s vivid imagination?

Rebecca eased back a step, softening as the atmosphere cooled around her. “Forgive me, sir, if I already feel protective of those who might become my apprentices.”

“It is the mark of one who will be a proper teaching Master, a good sign. If there is nothing else, I will go see what options we have, and discuss this more with you soon.” Wilbert strode out.

To his credit, Sir Wilbert handled a flame-tamer’s temper with great equanimity, returning to his normal composure as though nothing at all had happened. One of those skills David needed to gain for his future with the Guild—and possibly Rebecca.

She sighed and returned to her seat. “Do you ever find that his personality is so big that it takes up all the air in the room?”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way, but yes, that describes him well.” Now was not the time to mention she did the same thing herself.

“I feel for Emberly and her family.” Rebecca drummed her fingers on the desktop, “Struggling to pay the bills and skipping meals to keep a roof overhead. I would like to help, but I draw the line at forcing or even coercing them. Has no one considered the possibility that the father is happy as a dustman and does not want another occupation? It is possible.”

“On that I will have to take your word.” David closed his eyes and pinched his temples with one hand. “It seems like a gruesome profession in my eyes. One I should like to be away from if ever the opportunity arose.”

“But you have not known what it can be like—”

David lifted an open hand. “No, I cannot abide you saying that. I’ve told you my story. While I may have been born to a family of some means and have trained at the Inns of Court as a barrister, when my Uncle Cresswell threw me out, I had nothing. I’ve slept in barns and on the street and well remember what it was like to take any opportunity to earn a shilling, missing meals, out in the weather and filth. I would have willingly served as a dustman if that was what was open to me. But that is not the same thing as liking it.”

“I am sorry.” Rebecca sagged, face in her hands. “I don’t mean to minimize what you’ve endured.”

“Tell me more. I don’t expect you dislike the possibility of helping that family survive, so what troubles you?”

“You’re right, it’s not that.” She hugged her shoulders. “I hate the idea of forcing the life of a Wright upon anyone.”

He sat on the edge of the desk close to her and took her hand in his. “You’ve never said that before. Pray, tell me more about that.”

“Perhaps it is not the same for a man, where at least the Guild recognizes you without hesitation. Our Skill must be hidden from prying eyes. We are constantly looking over our shoulders, afraid of exposure, questioning how to employ our Skill lest we reveal too much. Then there are the machinations of the Guild itself and what it takes to rise to the ranks of Mastery. Skill and training are not enough, even without the burden of being female. Not all Masters are honorable, or honest, and not a few apprentices and journeymen have given up because of them.”

“I hate that you’re right.” He squeezed her hand.

“What a life it is, always carrying a secret and always carrying in the back of your mind that others who share that knowledge may be waiting in the wings to stab you in the back like the characters in a sensation novel. And that’s not even factoring in the special privileges of being a woman in that position.”

“I cannot fathom—”

“No, you cannot, and that’s the problem. Not only does it require everything about us to be kept hidden, as it does for the men, but when you are aware that you are not accepted by those who share your secret? That you must fight to be recognized as something more than a fairy story, a mythical creature that cannot exist? And even when you demonstrate that fact in front of their own eyes—”

“About that.” David laid his other hand over hers. “I do not want to interrupt, but there is something important I must make sure you know.”

“And what might that be?”

“In amongst the pile of complaints on my desk—and yes, there were a significant number directed toward Allbright’s dismissal and your new rank—there was this.” He slipped a sheet of paper from underneath the desk blotter and handed it to her.

She frowned and scanned it, eyebrows rising as she reached the bottom of the page. “More support than you know? That is interesting, perhaps a bit alarming, but interesting. What are you going to do?”

“I will meet with them. In fact, I am supposed to be meeting shortly with the as-yet-unnamed Wright at the Three-Legged Dog, a pub in Hollingdean, on the north side of town.”

“I have heard of that place from Birdy. It is not a genteel establishment.” She bit her lower lip.

“I expected that. This does not seem to be the type of encounter that could occur in a well-heeled sort of place.”

“Do you believe the offer is honest?”

“Given the abundance of those who have already unleashed their vitriol, I am not inclined to believe they need to go to the trouble of crafting a trap for me as well.” He chuckled as he took the letter back and tucked it into his inner coat pocket.

“I still don’t like it.”

“I didn’t expect you would. But I thought it better to make you aware of what I was about. In case something happens, you won’t wonder why I was out there.”

“Now I’m even more concerned.”

“That wasn’t my intention. Should I not tell you in the future?”

“Absolutely not!” She slapped the desktop, a touch of heat rising. “You should always tell me. Always. I am not some hothouse flower to be sheltered from every adversity.”

“Good. It would drive me to distraction trying to sort out what you should and should not hear. I fear I’m not smart enough for that.”

“I can’t abide you saying such things. You are far smarter, and more importantly, wiser than you give yourself credit for being.” She sat at the edge of the desk to look at him eye to eye. Her eyes were so beautiful, sparkling with energy and life.

“I should disabuse you of the notion, but I cannot bring myself to ask you to think less of me than you do.” He pressed her hand to his cheek. “I much enjoy your company and prefer that nothing makes you want to keep away from me.”

“Good. Keep it that way, and we may yet satisfy Sir Wilbert.” She winked and slipped out.

David’s jaw dropped, heart racing to catch up with his thoughts. What had she said? Was it possible she meant it? That she was not teasing?

She wasn’t one to tease, not like that. So, she had to mean it.

He swallowed hard, all the feelings in his chest threatening to suffocate him. The idea thrilled and terrified in equal measure. For the most part, he tried to ignore Sir Wilbert’s not-so-subtle nudges and outright shoves in her direction. It was better to take their time to see where things went, if they were companionable and compatible for the long haul. But the more they were together, the more it seemed that way.

So now what?

What indeed?

The mantel clock chimed the hour. Bother! Much as he preferred to dwell on thoughts of her, for now, he needed to get across town for a meeting. Then he would sort out matters of the heart.
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The route to the Three-Legged Dog took him past the Brighton Parish Dust Yard, where Emberly’s father and siblings probably worked. The distinct odor, a mix of ash, decomposition, and human and animal manure, would have identified the site even if the appearance were not so distinct. In a wide field surrounded by the humble cottages of Brighton’s poor, with only a broken-down wooden fence between them and the piles of dust and debris, the dustheaps rose, unlikely mountains in the midst of an urban landscape. Flocks of seagulls and small birds, geese, chickens, even pigs milled among the searchers, sorters, and sifters working their ways through the heaps, scattering as the dust carts pulled in, casting their contents onto the dustheaps.

While the piles were primarily composed of fine cinders and ashes, the sorters, searchers, and sifters, mostly women, old men, and children, worked amid waist-high piles to comb through the debris for specific items of value: bits of coal and cinders to be sold as fuel, or use in whitening laundry, or making bricks; anything that decomposed—vegetable matter, dead animals, even manure—was gathered and sold to fortify the farmlands; bones were for the soap maker. Broken pottery, oyster shells and the like supported the manufacture of new roads. Metals and glass went to those who reused or repurposed those articles. Some Master Earth Wrights were known to obtain materials from the dustheaps.

But they would not have stooped to being covered in dust and all manner of vile substances, sorting through for the slightest article that may still have value. It was hard graft for sure, in conditions that turned one’s stomach if one thought about it too long.

Rebecca was right. It would be wrong to force someone out of their chosen trade, but to offer an option, if it was possible, then maybe that was a good thing?

At the end of the street, a sign announced the “Three-Legged Dog.” Not a well-heeled establishment, with a sign featuring a black dog lifting his leg against a man’s fine Hessian boot. At least he had a solid sense of what would be inside.

In many ways, it was not unlike the Bird’s Nest, with a low ceiling, a bar along the long wall, as many tables squashed in as could be made to fit, and a few extra for good measure. Doors at the back hinted at a kitchen—which did not offer the intoxicating fragrances that Birdy’s did—and two private rooms, one to the left of the kitchen, the other to the right. He was supposed to meet the unknown supporter in the rightmost room. Right—Wright, was that supposed to be a play on words or merely a coincidence? If it was intentional, it suggested a lowbrow sense of humor that might not reflect well on the man who offered it.

Best not make such judgments now.

A serving girl with and stringy hair, wearing a dirty apron approached and inquired if he was to meet with someone. When he nodded, she led him to the back room and opened the door, which had been shut with a bar across the doorway. An interesting sign that the occupant did not wish to be disturbed. It also meant he would be locked within with an unfamiliar and possibly unfriendly person. Not the arrangements he would have accepted under ordinary circumstances.

He peeked inside—at least there was a window in the back wall, slightly open to the breeze, which meant there was a way out if he needed one. Hopefully, he would not, but remaining aware of one’s surroundings often resulted in a longer life.

A man in the corner shadows stood. “Master Enright?”

“As requested.”

“Please, come in.” The man stepped into the meager sunlight. Neither tall nor short, he was lean, as most practicing Wrights were. Familiar, his sharp, angular features were vaguely familiar. His dark hair stuck to his head, and his face was impregnated with the kind of dirt related to ironwork. He smelled of sweat, smoke, and metal. Oh, that was it! David had seen the man at Packham’s Iron Foundry, on Church Street in Brighton. “My name is Harrison Dwyer, journeyman Earth Wright under Master Melton Lawlor, not Master Packham. He’s now retired, though he still owns the foundry.”

Lawlor … Lawlor? That was also familiar. “While I have not met him, I believe I’ve corresponded with Master Lawlor.”

“I expect you mean you have read his complaints, sir.”

Many, many complaints, all objecting to the removal of Allbright. David snorted.

“Please sit down, and share a pint with me.” Dwyer gestured at the nearest table, where two full pints and two empty glasses sat waiting. Perhaps a good way to get poisoned.

“You can trust me, sir. The pubkeeper knows I ordered two pints, and if you fall over dead, I will be suspect. But to put your mind at ease…” He picked up both pints and poured half into each of the empty glasses and took a long draw from one while handing the other to David. “We both have the same to drink now.”

“Forgive me—” David sat opposite Dwyer on an uneven wooden chair that he would not have trusted to hold his weight except that his Wright senses assured him it was sound.

“Naught to forgive, Master Enright. It’s a relief seeing you grasp the gravity of the situation.” Harrison took another long draw from his pint.

“Perhaps you might tell me more about the situation as you see it.” David sipped his beer. Nothing was amiss in the taste, even upon careful examination.

“As I see it? It ain’t just me, sir. There’s quite a number of us, and not only here in Brighton, but throughout the south, who believe things have taken a serious turn. While I expect there would be general agreement that Allbright and his cronies getting pitched out on their arses is a right good thing for us all, he still has supporters out there. Men don’t like to lose places of power, yeah? And they suffered a significant loss. Them and those what believe like them. I’m not saying I know anything for certain, to be clear, but there are those who would go to some lengths to get back what they lost.”

“I am familiar with the kind. But right now, I’m more interested in what sort you and those who would stand by you are.”

Dwyer huffed and folded his arms across his chest. “We’re the sort that don’t matter a lick to the bloody Guild.”

“Perhaps you could be a bit more specific?”

“I were made a journeyman under Master Lawlor two years ago. Have you any idea how many bribes had to go into getting that ranking?”

“Bribes?” No, it was not unheard of, but clearly against Guild rules.

“He called it something like ‘proving me pieces could fetch an appropriate price.’ But at the end of the day, I weren’t going to shift from being apprentice to journeyman until his pockets got rightly lined.”

“That is a serious accusation. Have you evidence to back that up?”

“O’ course not! He ain’t stupid. You don’t imagine he’d write such a thing down or leave a record of it, do you? But I ain’t the only one to be suffering under this. If you want, I can arrange for you to talk to several other journeymen in Brighton, plus there are others in different counties I can introduce you to. It’s a widespread problem. And it’s even worse for those approaching Mastery.”

Was Sir Wilbert aware of this? How far did this spread? “Tell me more about that.”

“Not so much to tell, more of the same, only worse. The price put on getting sponsored for Master is well beyond the reach of most of us, unless we get a moneylender involved. And everyone knows what those carrion eaters be like.”

“Indeed.” David swallowed back the vile reminder of Dick Mallory.

“What you did for that lady Wright, Miss Fuller. Well, it’s been noticed and word’s gotten around.”

“Exactly what word has gotten around?”

“Word that you stood up to the system, that you pushed through a Wright that deserved promotion even though no other Master would sponsor her. And she showed herself a true Master and was recognized as such. It’s figured that if you could do it once, and in a case like hers, that was well and truly hopeless, then it could be done again.”

“I see.” Even David could hear the hesitation in his own voice. Not that he liked to be that transparent, but—

“Not that anyone thinks you will personally sponsor every journeyman kept waiting, no, that ain’t possible. Don’t get me wrong. What we want to see is the system reformed, for it to be what it should be: that Wrights are made according to their Skill, not according to their Master’s pocketbook.”

“Ah, I appreciate the clarification. That is a worthy goal, to be sure. But you realize the way to get there is hardly straightforward.”

“That part is very clear, Master Enright. Very clear, indeed. But don’t that mean it be best to start earlier rather than later?”

Did this journeyman have any idea how complicated this would become? “What do you want to see?”

“Now that the rabble is out of the top of the Brighton Guild, we’d like to see Masters made more accountable for the way they handle promotions. Maybe to make some standard by which they would be accountable to the Guild for it.”

“It will be fought tooth and nail, unless there is sufficient evidence to support the necessity.”

“’Course it will. None much likes accountability. What evidence do you need?”

“I need detailed information from the journeymen making the complaint, with as many specifics as possible. Once I compile the written complaints, then I will present them to Sir Wilbert. After that, I imagine, he will want to speak directly to the affected journeymen. He will make the final determination of how to proceed.”

“And is he the type who might be concerned, or is this a doomed exercise from the start?” Cynicism dripped from Dwyer’s voice.

“He is supportive of Master Fuller, so I expect he will be open to hear the complaints. If you are serious about this, put together the information I’ve asked for, and be willing to testify in front of Sir Wilbert when asked. Beyond that …” He chewed his lower lip a moment. Oh, this was risky in the best and worst ways all at the same time. “Would you be willing to have a chat with Master Fuller herself, to discuss what apprenticeships should look like?”

“Why would she care about such a thing?”

“It is possible she will be taking on apprentices herself soon, and I have a feeling your insights would be most interesting to her.”
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Chapter 11


Rebecca opened the front door of the nearly restored Fuller’s Fix-All shop, holding her breath as she crossed the threshold. Silence. No bells greeted her as the door shut behind her. It would be easy to put new bells there, but that would not erase all the painful reminders of what led up to this point.

Balthazar, her huge, fluffy gray cat, who looked more like he belonged with a wizard than a Wright, wove circles around her ankles, purring loud enough to feel as well as hear. Although Birdy welcomed him during Rebecca’s stay at the Bird’s Nest, spoiling him with all manner of treats in thanks for controlling the rats, he seemed as excited at the prospect of being home as she was.

Her workbench at the back of the shop had been sanded down and refinished, looking almost as good as new. The smell of smoke still lingered, discernible even through the stench of wood polish that hung in the air. It might never leave, considering how discerning her senses were. New glass-fronted cabinets and shelves stood where the old, ruined ones had been. Supposedly the fresh, modern design would appeal to customers, but she missed her old companions standing over her, watching, remembering everything that passed through Fuller’s Fix-All.

Worse still, they were bare, absolutely bare. An aching testament to the work that lay ahead. How long would it take to fill them with bits and bobs ready to sell? So much work, so much craftsmanship lost in that ruddy fire.

At least something positive came of it. Dick Mallory was locked away. With a little luck, she might never have to deal with him again since she had paid her debts to him in full. Mallory’s wife had moved out of Brighton, and his son had been paired up with a teaching Master who might make a proper Wright of the scamp. It might be as if Dick Mallory never existed.

And yet, if he hadn’t, would she be where she was now? What a strange thought that all the harm the man had wrought could have been part of the complex gallimaufry that set her as Master Fuller, commissioned by the Queen herself to take on unprecedented apprentices, hoping to save Wrights from eventual extinction.

A shudder coursed down her spine. That way of looking at it made it all seem far too important, too big for her. Like something she should run from—pack her bag and buy a train ticket to the farthest point on the rail line, then a day’s journey by horse coach beyond that.

But there was another perspective. Sir Wilbert, Guild Master Sir Wilbert, was certain she could do this. And so was David. With two Guild officers behind her, how could she give up now?

Easily. Simply run through the door and never come back.

Balthazar reached up, almost to her waist, and pawed at her skirt, screaming a loud meow that pierced through all the layers of thoughts and feelings fighting for her attention.

She scratched under his chin and behind his ears. He was right. She was made of sterner stuff. Stubborn stuff that longed to prove the naysayers, like former Guild Master Allbright’s cronies, wrong, so wrong they would have to admit it openly.

That was her goal, and she would dig in her heels and get it done.

Which was why she was here now.

She walked through the empty workshop, her heels clacking on the wooden floor, Balthazar padding silently beside her. All the way back, behind the work counter, where she unlocked the newly built back extension. Baron Wareham, her patron, insisted on adding proper classroom space to replace the rough back room that had been there before. The classrooms were built to the same standards that Wrights insisted on for their private workshops—measures against intrusion and snooping fortified the rooms beyond any found in a normal school.

She clasped a hand to her forehead and shook her head. There was nothing normal about this endeavor at all.

Half a dozen worktables and stools, ready for apprentices to practice their crafts, still smelling of sawdust and wood polish, in the largest of the classrooms, awaited the arrival of students. A pair of smaller rooms beyond were especially designed for dealing with Fire and Water—two Elements which presented particular challenges when being worked by unskilled Wrights.

She walked to the table at the front of the room that stood before a wide blackboard—a place for the teaching Master to write notes to impress and awe apprentices with their wisdom. She dropped onto the stool behind the table, head in her hands. Awe and impress? She was qualified to do none of that. According to some, she was not even qualified as a Master Wright.

Balthazar screamed again, as though he were losing patience with her self-indulgent anxieties. Or maybe he was just hungry.

But he was right. This was not helpful at all, and she should stop such thinking before it even began. She really should. But that did not make it easy to accomplish. She had to, though. Not only were Sir Wilbert, Lord Wareham, and David relying on her efforts, but there were young women who would never have the chance to train as Wrights if she did not step up. Yes, that was reason enough to get over herself and get on with the task at hand.

Father’s Gothic cuckoo clock, with the singularly distressing shriek, hung on the wall above the blackboard. It whirred a brief warning that it was about to scream, but it was only one o’clock, so she left the motley raven to shriek. Once Fuller’s Fix-All was open again, she might move it into the shop—her customers had an odd fondness for it. Not all, but some. On the other hand, it could also serve as a reminder to apprentices not to dawdle in their work, so maybe it would remain here.

“Rebecca?” David’s voice called from inside the shop.

Precisely on time, as he always was. While he could be exacting, there was something comforting about a man who consistently did as he said he would do. “I’m coming.”

Balthazar trotted out ahead of her, determined to be the first to greet him.

“Are you ready for this?” David reached out to take her hand. Warm and strong, the reassurance was welcome, if sadly insufficient to the day.

“Not remotely. I have no idea what to say, what to ask. It seems something more than ‘how do I avoid being a terrible teaching Master?’ is in order. Did you even let Sir Wilbert know you planned to introduce these journeymen to me?”

“No, I have not. Sometimes it is better to talk to him in the aftermath, considering how … enthusiastic he can be. Would it not be better for you to have the luxury of deciding how you wish to proceed on their input, rather than having him decide for you?”

“I can’t argue with your reasoning, but that doesn’t mean I like this. It is so unprecedented, so irregular. Once you are bound to a teaching Master, you do not interact with other Masters. It is simply not done.”

David chuckled as he pulled her a little closer. “That might be the established etiquette, but there is no actual rule against it—I checked. So, you will violate no regulations by welcoming in the men who are approaching your door now. May I greet them and let them in?”

“I suppose there is nothing else to be done for it, is there now?” She gestured toward the front door.

David crossed the empty shop in brisk, purposeful strides that echoed off the bare walls and ushered the four men inside.

Balthazar scampered away—if only she could have followed him.

“Gentlemen, may I present Master Full Wright Fuller.”

A stout, round-faced man, who had not shaved in at least a week, chuckled under his breath. Stout? Either he did not practice often, he did not wright well, or he had some extensive source of food and time to eat it all. None of those options improved his credibility.

Rebecca’s hackles rose, and she choked back her first several responses. “Yes, it is a mouthful there, especially pretentious-sounding if you think about it too long.” She forced a little laugh.

David gestured to a lean, angular man, still wearing the remnants of soot and sweat on his hair and clothes. “Would you introduce your companions?”

“I am Harrison Dwyer, journeyman under Master Earth Wright, Melton Lawlor. That is Dwight Lobb—” he pointed at the stout man. “He also studies under Master Lawlor. The tall, ginger bloke is Bertrand Brandt, who, you can guess from the look of him, is a Fire man. His temper will prove that before long, though his teaching Master, Fergusson, has tried to tame it. And the fair, mild-mannered one is Jordan Fenn, a journeyman under Master Water Wright Mitchell.”

Rebecca nodded at each. The ginger, Brandt, had the look of Fire on him—sparks leapt in his eyes as he watched all around him. Fenn seemed soft-spoken and curious, but Water Wrights could be fickle and unreliable, or forceful and determined. It would be interesting to see which he would prove to be.

“Perhaps we might meet in the apprentice workshop for a private conversation?” David didn’t wait for an answer but led them in that direction, leaving her to enter after them.

Rebecca stifled a harrumph. He was getting a mite pretentious himself.

“I am sure you will be interested in this.” He gestured to a table, just out of the direct sun, that held a finely crafted, rectangular glass box. “It is a Wardian case, a fascinating example of Master Fuller’s work.”

About a foot wide, two feet long, and a foot and a half high, the Wardian case rested on a dainty carved table, wood with an intricately Wright-molded marble top. Brass strips rose from the marble base, which contained a shallow layer of soil. Glass panels that appeared to be joined by brass strips walled in the tiny garden. The brass strips were only decorative, though. She had fused the glass sheets into a single, seamless unit. Within, dainty pink orchids bloomed, and a fern sprawled in a miniature world of their own. Beads of moisture gathered along the angled glass top, dripping down on the plants in a miniscule rain shower that flowed down into a trickle of a stream that fed into a wee pond, perfectly clean and flowing. A whispering breeze blew across the fern, rustling its leaves.

“You all study under Master Wrights, trained in a single Element. This is an example of what a Master Full Wright can accomplish, something well beyond even my own Skill.”

So that’s what he was about. She should have given him more credit. Cutting them off before they demanded she prove herself was indeed a great kindness, not pretension. She paused in the doorway to give them a few minutes to examine the case on their own before entering.

“How much of this did you create, miss?” Mr. Lobb folded his arms across his chest, frowning.

“Master Fuller, not miss.” David tapped his heel.

Lobb smoothed his sneer before it fully formed.

Rebecca cleared her throat. Yes, the temperature around her was rising, but perhaps it would not be a bad thing to let them notice that. “I did not create the plants. They grow of their own accord. Everything else, the glass, the metal, the balance of Air and Water, all of that is my work.”

Fenn cocked his head nearly sideways, blond hair nearly falling over his eyes. “I find no hinges, no way to open this box. How do you get in to water them flowers?”

“I don’t. It is permanently sealed, a perfectly balanced system that creates its own rain as needed.”

“That is not possible.” Lobb snorted and laid his meaty hand on the nearest glass pane.

“Excuse me.” Rebecca stomped through the journeymen to the front of the case, elbowing the slowest one, Fenn, out of her way. “Let me be clear on this matter. First, take your hands off my work. You only touch a Master’s work upon invitation of that Master. I will assume this time it is a matter of confusion or lack of proper training, not willful disrespect. But should I ever meet with you again, I will not be so tolerant. I do not make a habit of defending myself to every stray Wright who does not believe that a woman can be a Wright, much less a Full Master. I will show you this once and only once, do you understand? Then we might have our conversation, and you might answer my questions.”

David edged back a step. Fenn and Dwyer followed his lead.

Rebecca hovered her hand over the top of the Wardian case. A wind blew through the case, and clouds gathered inside the case. A miniature thunderclap, with lightning following, and rain doused the world within.

“Great Scott!” Brandt jumped back as though he felt the Fire in the lightning. “I ain’t never seen the like! And that’s all you, Master Fuller?”

“It is. Now we have established that I am indeed a Master, qualified to teach my own apprentices, pray sit down.”

The four men arranged themselves on the stools at the apprentice tables, having lost some of the cocky self-importance they wore walking in.

“As I understand, all of you have some dissatisfaction with your teaching Masters. I would prefer to learn more of some of the known pitfalls before I begin my tenure as a teaching Master. Might you be willing to discuss some of your concerns with me, for the good of my future apprentices?”

“What is there to tell? My Master’s a nasty piece of work, intent on squeezing every drop of labor he can out of me and keeping me under his thumb for as long as possible.” Brandt slapped the table. “He cares for nothing more than what he can make off my labor and how little he can pay me.”

“Mine’s flat-out told me I’ll never measure up and should be prepared to remain a perpetual journeyman, working for him the rest of my life,” Lobb huffed. But given her other observations, his teaching master’s assessment might be correct.

“There seems to be no set standard to compel a Master to promote a journeyman. Even in the face of superior craftsmanship.” Dwyer leaned forward on his elbows. “Especially when he considers his journeymen and apprentices all insubordinate young cubs who need to learn respect and manners more than the use of their Skill.

“What he said, there.” Fenn pointed at Dwyer. “Yes. It’s like my Master owns me for his own purposes. He’s always claiming it is traditional for the apprentice and journeyman to serve their Master in any way he needs, never questioning the Master’s wisdom and the tradition of the Guild. Consarn tradition! I ain’t been properly paid for my work since I can remember, and there’s always an excuse. Mostly he claims to have paid me when he was drunk ’cause the money is missing from the box, when all he gave me was the back of his hand or the end of ’is walking stick. All of which he considers in keeping with tradition.”

Rebecca’s stomach churned, but the stories were hardly difficult to believe. Though Father had dug his heels in about presenting her for Mastery, his reasoning was different, and he would not have hesitated had she been a man. “I must admit, those are not the pitfalls I expected to struggle with.”

“It seems you all have legitimate complaints against your Masters.” David stroked his chin, as though weighing whether to speak his mind.

“But what recourse do the likes of us have against the likes of them?” Dwyer asked.

It was an excellent question. According to her father, apprentices and journeymen had none.

“Well …” David glanced at her as though asking permission to continue.

It would be lovely if these journeymen could find a remedy for their complaints, but if they pursued that with David now, it meant her own questions of how to be a proper teaching Master would go unanswered. Blast and botheration! But she could not allow those young Wrights to suffer if David had another way for them. She closed her eyes and nodded.

“I have been digging in the archives to gain some clarity on the exact requirements of Master-Apprentice relations and came across a statute from our charter that seems pertinent to this situation, so I made note of it.”

“How old is that statute?” Knowing him, it could be centuries.

“As long as it has not been rescinded or superseded by any additional rulings, that doesn’t matter. And it has not.” He pulled a neatly written sheet from his pocket and handed it to her. “The most relevant point is there, four lines down from the top. Would you read that aloud?”

“A journeyman may petition for a new Master to take over their training if their current teaching Master can be proven to demonstrate unfair prejudice against said journeyman or refuses to present them for Mastery to the Guild once sufficient proficiency has been shown. This may be accomplished by …” Her jaw dropped. “I had no idea there was any recourse to be had.”

“What the blazes is that supposed to mean?” Lobb demanded.

“In short, there is a process to file complaints against your teaching Masters, and for certain remedies to be provided. Assuming you meet all the requirements.” David took his notes back from Rebecca and tucked them into his pocket.

“Like what, standing on me head and singing ‘God Save the Queen’?” Fenn laughed darkly.

The journeymen laughed.

“I understand why it might feel that way, but I assure you, proper procedure requires much less.”

“What does this proper procedure look like?” Dwyer asked. “In simple words that the likes of us can understand. Tell us what we need to do.”

“Well, it’s a straightforward matter. First, you file an action against the begrudged master for his neglect, identifying the damages you believe yourself to have suffered. Once that is complete, the student-master relationship will be declared ‘adverse’ and the relationship is suspended until the conclusion of the adversity. During the period of suspension, the student may seek an interim appointment with another teaching master.”

“He said simple words, barrister. The kind working folk understand,” Fenn muttered.

“If I may?” Rebecca cut in. “He said if an apprentice believes his master to be neglecting his duties, he can file a complaint through the proper channels. Once the complaint is accepted, then the student-master relationship is paused until the matter is settled.”

“So, then we’d be journeymen without masters. That hardly seems like an improvement. We’d still be limited to a journeyman’s wages and have no hope of advancement.” And there was the flame-tamer’s temper Rebecca had been expecting from Brandt.

“Not exactly. While your grievance is being investigated, you may seek out a temporary master to continue training with, with all the rights and obligations of a standard student-master agreement. Up to and including presenting a masterwork.”

“So, all we have to do is file this formal complaint and then we can request another Master? Seems too easy. Why haven’t we heard of this before?” Lobb pulled his shoulders back and lifted his chin, almost as though accusing David of lying to them.

“You can’t imagine Masters are happy to instruct their journeymen in such matters. The tome that contained this statute has been well-hidden behind stacks of financial records and other such interesting material, I expect, to prevent it being noticed.”

“The Guild Master will never support it.” Lobb brushed off the idea.

“I disagree. He is apt to embrace it wholeheartedly, considering it was he who suggested the exact volume that contained the information.” David glared at Lobb.

“Even if this is so,” Dwyer said, “what Master would take a man like that on? After proving himself—disloyal is the world Master Lawlor would use—such a journeyman might as well carry plague, he’d be untouchable. What practical use is this to us?”

“Or are you suggesting that you, as a Master Wright, will receive us as your journeymen to complete our training?” Lobb pushed to his feet to face David.

“I cannot. It would be considered a conflict of interest for me to represent your complaint, then take you on for training.”

“Exactly.” Lobb bounced his fist off the table. “I told you this was a useless exercise.”

“There might be another solution.” David turned to Rebecca.

No, he could not be suggesting—

“Her?” Lobb sneered. “A woman? You expect us to be journeymen to a woman master? You’ve got to be joking.”

Consarn it! She’d been about to refuse, but if she did now, it would look like she agreed with that slovenly excuse for a journeyman. “Do you suggest that my Mastery is a joke?”

Lobb refused to meet her gaze. “Ain’t nothing proper ’bout it, no matter how Skilled a flame-tamer you might be.”

“If you feel that way, then get out. We have nothing further to discuss. Get out.” Rebecca pointed to the door.

“Wait, wait.” Dwyer stood. “Are you suggesting, Master Fuller, that you would take on an advanced journeyman you didn’t train, and present them for Mastery when they are ready? Why would you do that?”

“Because it was done for me.” Rebecca glanced at David. Was this how he planned for the discussion to go? “My Master died with his petition for my Mastery on the Guild Secretary’s desk, where it sat until Master Enright took up my case. I would have been trapped as a perpetual journeyman had it not been for his efforts.”

“Be certain, she earned her standing on her merits. I merely facilitated the process.”

“Don’t know what facilitated means, but it sounds like you got her a fair showing.” Fenn joined the others on his feet. “I’m all in favor of that. But if we did this … I mean, I’m not yet ready to present for Mastery. Can you really train me to that point?”

“I am a Full Wright and competent to bring any journeyman to the Mastery of his or her Element.” Maybe there was a way to discourage this, though. “But it does not seem worth my efforts.”

“Knew it, knew it, had to be a catch. How much do you expect to be paid?” Lobb leaned toward her, sneering.

Rebecca closed her eyes and grit her teeth. “Teaching a single Element is not what I am interested in. But if you are interested in continuing your studies to become a proper Full Wright, that might be negotiable.”

“Full Wright? But ain’t that years and years of training more?” Brandt directed his question to David.

“Perhaps, but perhaps not. That can be discussed at another time. Are any of you keen on the prospect?” David asked.

Lobb stepped between Rebecca and the journeymen. “Not until I see you are capable—”

“No,” Rebecca and David said simultaneously.

They looked at each other and he deferred. “No, I won’t have my Skill or my character questioned. This is a one-time offer to you. I might consider training you, but I won’t entertain the attitude that you may judge me and decide later if I am good enough for you. It is the Master who is doing a favor to the student, not the other way around.”

“Ain’t she full o’ herself,” Lobb said.

Dwyer lifted an open hand. “No self-respecting Master would work with a student who disrespects their Skill. She’s right, we’ve got much more to gain than she does.”

“I am not sure I agree.” Brandt said. “She has no apprentices now, has no track record as an instructor. Training journeymen who soon progress to Mastery would enhance her reputation.”

“Only if I had aspirations to rise within the Guild. I am being pressed into teaching by the Guild, and for the sake of the Guild will entertain the possibility. As for myself, I would rather be left alone to do my work.”

David slipped between Lobb and Rebecca. “Forgive me for being pedantic, Master Fuller, but it is not the Guild who is pushing you to teach—”

“I knew she had some plan—”

“It is the Queen herself who has commissioned her to establish a school for Wrights. One that would not have included the likes of any of you. You have been offered this opportunity as a privilege, not a burden or a right. But since you are not interested, you may all leave.” David waved them toward the door.

“Wait, sir, please. I haven’t said I’m not interested.” Dwyer turned to Brandt and Fenn. “I’ve little hope of ever making Master. Under the circumstances I face now, I’ll die before Master Lawlor believes I have ceased to be insubordinate. So, there’s little to lose and everything to gain by taking Master Fuller up on her offer to be trained as a Full Wright.”

“Your pride as a man, Dwyer, what about that?” Lobb grabbed Dwyer’s upper arm.

“What pride do I have if I can’t make a decent wage, if I can’t support a wife and children? My girl and I’d like to marry, but there’s no way we could now. I am willing to take a chance on making that all possible. If you are willing, that is, Master Fuller.”

Fenn moved closer to Dwyer. “A journeyman is of little standing, so what pride would I damage in breaking with tradition? I’m with Dwyer, if you’ll have me.”

“I will consider it, but first I must see your Skills, both of you.”

“That’s it. I’m not going to be judged by … by her. I’m finished with this farce.” Lobb stomped out.

Good riddance.

David followed, shutting and locking the door behind him.

“And you?” Rebecca looked at Brandt.

“Not sure you’ll have me, Master Fuller. Seeing what you have there in the Wardian case puts a whole different picture on what Mastery might look like, makes me wonder if I have any business in this at all. I can’t be worth as much to you considering how little I was to Fergusson.” He hung his head.

“Remind me of your Element.”

“Fire.”

“Come up here. My first Element, my favorite Element is Fire.” She pulled a candle out of the drawer in her table at the front. “Can you light that?”

He snapped the wick between his fingers, and it came to life. “Yes, but that hardly proves anything.”

“If you can do that, then you can do this.” She produced a porcelain bowl from the drawer and squeezed Water from the Air to fill it. She cupped the bowl in her hands and forced Fire through it until tiny bubbles rose on the water’s surface.

“How?”

“Put your hands on the bowl and close your eyes. It is simple if you do not get in your own way. Listen carefully. Picture Fire as it resides within you, in your belly, in your hands. You know the feeling, the warmth, the energy, the compelling beauty that draws you to it over and over again. Have you found it?”

“Ye … yes. My Master never—”

“I’m not your old Master. If you are going to dwell on what he taught you, then there is no point. Now, can you do as I tell you?”

“I’ll try.”

“Then take that Fire you have found and pull it into your palms, all of it that you can find, through your belly, down your arms into your hands. Do you feel it gathering?”

“My hands, they are burning!”

“Good, now push that Fire through the bowl into the Water beyond. Push hard!”

Brandt yelped and dropped the bowl. Rebecca caught it just before it hit the table. “Excellent. The bowl is too hot, though. Push it all the way through.”

“I’ve … I’ve never done such a thing. Only manipulated flames …”

“That is not the only way to tame Fire. Given what you did, you can be trained.” Rebecca set the bowl down and took half a step back. “If you are willing.” Oh, great heavens above. Had she said that?

“I have learned more in these few minutes than I have in a month with the old Master.” Brandt pulled the nearest stool close and sat down heavily. “What do I—”

“We—” Dwyer looked at Fenn, who nodded. “What do we need to do to register a complaint and request that Master Fuller take us on?”

“With a competent barrister, the procedure is straightforward. We can begin by filing your complaints against your old Masters this afternoon. I will process the grievances and by the end of the week you should be able to make your petition to Master Fuller.”

Good heavens! By the end of the week? How could she manage that?
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Chapter 12


The journeymen had left in high spirits, with an appointment set to come in to file their complaints at the Guild office tomorrow. That would be the straightforward part.

Much easier than the tense conversation that followed. She had been angry, accusing him of setting up the situation for her to take on the male journeymen when she was only hoping to get insight from them about how to conduct herself as a teaching Master. He couldn’t blame her for thinking that, when it was the most obvious conclusion. But he had been as surprised as she in the way things had turned out.

He did not like surprises, or discussions going down unexpected roads, though, especially involving someone whose trust he valued as much as hers. That was not his way. Maybe it was a sign of her affection that she was willing to believe him.

Knowing Master McIntire’s thoughts that taking on male apprentices was the only way for her ultimate acceptance as a teaching Master reassured him. But it would be Sir Wilbert’s reaction that set their course from here. Tomorrow would be soon enough for that.

“So, Enright.” Sir Wilbert sat behind his ample desk looking from the blotchy, awkwardly written letters in his hands to David and back again. “I expect this has something to do with the volume of Guild statutes I directed you toward recently?”

“It provided me the exact statutes that guide procedure when students are at odds with their training Masters. But you already knew that.”

“Indeed, I did. Sit down and tell me the rest of the story. I cannot imagine the whole of it is as simple as these three complaints make it look.”

David settled into the plush chair opposite Sir Wilbert and laid his portfolio on the desk. “These journeymen approached me with grievances against their teaching Masters, which is what led to our discussion about the statutes. They wish to claim adversity in their relationship with their Masters, and to seek interim guidance to continue their instruction while the matters are settled.”

“I expect you are about to tell me you’ve discovered a source for the male trainees that, according to Master McIntire, Master Fuller needs to legitimize her role as a training Master.” Sir Wilbert leaned back, tapping fingertips together.

“In short, yes. There were four disgruntled journeymen, though, and one of them found the idea of studying under a woman distasteful, so refused the opportunity. I imagine a complaint from him will eventually make its way to you.”

“Of course it will. Of course it will.” Sir Wilbert rocked back and forth, his chair squeaking in protest. “I suppose I should thank you for saving me the effort to dig apprentices up myself. I admit, I am impressed at your open-mindedness in coming to this solution. It might not be what I would have devised, but it resolves the issue at hand. I dislike that it also forces us to deal with their former Masters’ complaints now as well, but it is a small price to pay, considering I would have to deal with them, regardless.”

“You are not upset about this turn of events?”

“Not at all. If anything, I’m proud of you, my boy, poking out of your conventional shell to help make things happen.”

It hardly sounded like a compliment, but now was not the time to hash out that distinction.

“And it allows us to keep on track with setting up the school.” Sir Wilbert opened his desk drawer and pulled out a thick portfolio. “As this was threatening to derail the effort.”

“Dare I ask what that is about?”

Sir Wilbert laid the portfolio on the desk. “These are letters from the guardians of the potential students. Every one of them has reconsidered and withdrawn their application.”

“Damn it all! Allbright is behind this, no doubt.” David slapped the set of letters.

“Cinderford and Fitzsimmons, too. Though there must have been others directing them to all the applicants. I suspect these Wrights have been bombarded with letters warning of the dangers our Master Fuller presents to their precious daughters. Perhaps after Master Fuller promotes her first crop of Master Wrights, they will view things differently.”

“About that, there is one more point to clarify. She will not take over their old Masters’ work. She has agreed to take them as apprentices and train them as Full Wrights, not as Masters of single Elements.”

“As Full Wrights? No one is trained—” Sir Wilbert leaned forward.

“She was.”

“That is not Guild Standard.”

“Did you just revert to supporting Guild Standards?” David cocked his head and looked at him, eyes narrow. “It is how she would handle the female students she was supposed to train.”

“Untrained girls, not … not …”

“Valuable, near-Mastery senior journeymen?”

Sir Wilbert’s face contorted into expressions for which David had no names.

“Perhaps you are not nearly so progressive and open-minded as you claimed.” David pulled the portfolio closer and examined the letters. The scathing, venomous language!

“It is not a matter of open-mindedness, but of practicality. Having a female Wright recognized as a Master was difficult enough. But as a Full Wright? I had to move heaven and earth for that to happen, but I did. Then it required an act of the Queen herself to present the idea of training female apprentices. But I pursued that as well, did I not?” Sir Wilbert extended open hands. “However, as I consider it, I fear the push back against a woman teaching men could derail this effort. You should take them on as your journeymen and let her teach them quietly, under your guidance—”

“In the first place, that would be outright deception, which I cannot abide. Second, it is a conflict of interest for me to take them on as I am handling their complaint against their Masters. And there is the uncomfortable truth that she is far more equipped to do the job than I. She, not I, was trained to all the Elements at once. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

“And these journeymen—”

“They are going in aware of the realities. Training as Full Wrights will begin with a step backward to apprentice in the other Elements. They realize it is an unorthodox approach and appreciate the risk that having been trained by a woman will render it more difficult to be recognized by the Guild when they attain Mastery.”

Sir Wilbert ran his hand over his mouth. “What manner of men will abide such a risk to their livelihood?”

“Men pushed to the brink by their previous Masters. They are seeing the years they’ve put in as an utter waste, that training as Wrights at all was a waste of time. Their previous Masters are despicable and should be brought under Guild supervision for breach of contract. These journeymen represent a new generation of Wrights who will abandon the Guild and the careful walls of secrecy we have built. If we do not do right by them, they will not do right by us. They present a far greater danger to the Wright’s Way of Life than Master Fuller.”

“I have genuine concerns, from a practical standpoint, about how this is going to operate, though. These journeymen, they are accustomed to living in the Masters’ households, yes? It would be improper for them to take residence with Master Fuller.”

“Not if she lets the extra rooms she has upstairs to them. The renovations created four rooms in the attic. They could board there. It would be well understood in the community that she needs the extra income after having lost so many months to the fire. Many women who own property let rooms out to boarders to make ends meet.” Blast and botheration! Now he was facing another uncomfortable conversation with her.

“And how will they be fed?”

“Arrangements had already been made with Birdy, the proprietor of the Bird’s Nest, to feed Master Fuller’s students, funded by Baron Wareham’s patronage.”

“Except that the Baron believes he is funding a different venture. He might well pull his support for the matter when he hears of the change. And the Queen—she commissioned a school for girls, not mixed students. She is exceptionally sensitive to matters of propriety.”

“And that is where you come in to do your job as the most progressive and forward-thinking Guild Master in all of England.” David closed the portfolio of guardians’ letters and pushed it toward Sir Wilbert.

“You are suggesting I offer petitions to both of them on behalf of this endeavor? But, as it is set out right now, I cannot imagine any way it will be approved.”

“Why not?”

“Because I have spent my whole life pushing people to change. I know what they will and will not accept. And I am certain that this will not be approved. We will have to find some kind of compromise.”

“Compromise? I insisted that Master Fuller must be the head of the school.”

Sir Wilbert leaned back and tapped his fingers again. A sign that he had a workable idea. “Headmasters are held accountable to a directory board in many cases. It would be appropriate for the Secretary of the Brighton Guild to take up such a responsibility. If you examine your job description, you will notice the Secretary is indeed the head of all educational endeavors. So, technically, you are already in oversight to this project. No material changes are necessary. Yes, yes, I like that. If I point that out, I may be able to push this idea through.”

“Master Fuller is not going to—”

“I can well imagine how she is going to react. But we cannot all have what we want all the time, can we? She must inure herself to the idea that the world is not as she would have it to be right now. And sometimes, on the way to getting things to change, one must be patient with the notion that the path to change is rarely as easy, or as fast, as we want it to be.”

“You realize that this also requires me to be responsible for the Masters who are not doing their jobs properly.”

“That was already the case. Nothing has changed except for your awareness of the responsibility as Secretary of the Guild.”

David muttered under his breath. “You realize what a stir taking corrective action against those Masters will cause.”

“Needs must. Write up a plan of action and have that on my desk, tomorrow or the next day. And take Master Fuller to a nice dinner once you sort it all out with her.”

“Assuming she is still speaking to me, sir, I will.”
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Rebecca paced her modest parlor as David tucked his feet back as far under the wing chair as he could. The room’s dark green paint was better suited for a larger space, making the parlor feel cramped, as though it had been stuffed in a break of overgrown hedgerows. Heavy floral drapes and upholstery on the couch and assorted pillows only bolstered that illusion. Two wing chairs covered in lived-in tan leather contrasted against the background, rendering them the most noticeable pieces in the room.

She muttered and sputtered and fumed, not quite forming words. Not yet. She would, but it was best if he did not press her now. Agitated as she was, one could hardly blame her lack of speech. If anything, it might be a good thing that she did not let loose with the first thing on her mind.

“So I can be certain I understand, confirm this to me: you told him that the journeymen could be my boarders?”

“Yes, I said that.”

“And that Birdy would feed them? That they would act as apprentices in my shop as they had with their previous Masters?”

“Yes, I believe that is what I told you.”

She stopped directly in front of him, glowering. “And do you not think, did it not cross your mind that perhaps you were taking some liberties that I might not agree with?”

“Yes, it did.” He winced as she stomped.

“Then why did you do such a thing! I cannot believe that you would speak for me in such a way. How could you? I thought you respected—”

He stood, open hands up. “Pray stop right there, and give me the benefit of the doubt. You, of all people, know me far better than that. To level such accusations is nothing short of wounding.”

“Really? You would say that now after what you have done?”

“You have not heard the whole of it.”

“There is more? What else did you say? That I should adopt one of them as my child? That I should pledge to marry one of them?”

If only he could take her hand, to soothe her, but now was not the time. “No, Wilbert has his sights set on us marrying.”

She glowered at him, no sense of humor in her fiery eyes. “What is this other condition, then?”

“He insisted it was the role of the Secretary of the Guild to oversee all educational endeavors related to the Guild. So, in brief, he requires that the Office of the Secretary oversees your academic activities. I had little choice but to accept the condition.”

“What was he going to do if you refused?”

“Refuse to write to the Queen and Baron Wareham to petition them to accept the proposed changes to the plan. Approbation which is vital to carrying on along this course.”

She turned from him to pace again. “Then you could write to them yourself. Or I could write to them. Why does Sir Wilbert need to be involved?”

“You told me yourself that you wanted his help, and it was your idea to send me to petition him for it. Pray remember that before you continue to blame me.”

She stomped along the floor, the temperature rising around her. “This is not at all what I meant to happen.”

“Definitely not. It was not what I set out to do. But—and I realize it will upset you—I understand his concerns. It is a substantial change from what you had planned to do when we thought it would be only a handful of girls.”

“I did not agree to take on those men, not in the way you suggested. In my home? Really?”

He raked his hair with his hands. “It is an outlandish thought, beyond the bounds of anything we had discussed, but how else is this going to work? Those journeymen live with their teaching Masters as it is. When they leave them, neither Dwyer nor Brandt have anywhere else to go, and barely enough savings to get into a boardinghouse for a week at a time. Their Masters hold onto their savings for ‘safekeeping’ and I expect the moneys will disappear the moment the Masters are notified of their complaints. I felt responsible—”

“Then why not put them up in your boardinghouse?”

“You are too intelligent for me to answer that question without insulting you.”

“But in my house?” She flopped into the chair next to the one he had occupied. “It is my one sanctuary from the constant noise and bother from people.”

“I hope, and no, I cannot be certain, but I hope, that because they are Wrights themselves, they will respect your sensitivities, if not share them.” He reached out to take her hand. “And believe me when I say this, once you work with them and show them the great opportunity they have in learning from you, they will be happy to follow whatever house rules you set. To become Full Wrights directly, saving years of training, is a boon that is hard to put a value on. None of them had thoughts of ever becoming Full Wrights. Yes, they will be set back a bit at first, but when they experience what they can do with the other Elements, there’s no doubt they will respect and honor what you offer them.”

“And if they do not? What recourse do I have?”

“That same right they had to register a complaint against their old Masters gives you the right to file an objection against them. You are not bound as a prisoner in this arrangement.”

“But if I complain against them, it will—”

“It could look bad on you, but they will already have suffered a stain to their reputation by complaining against their Masters. They will be hard-pressed to paint themselves as the victims, even though you are … unconventional as a Master.” He squeezed her hand.

“And what kind of taskmaster are you going to be, Guild Secretary, overseeing this thing that is not what we expected it to be?” She leaned back in the chair, eyes fixed on him.

“Harder than I would like, truth be told. Our best path of success lies in following all the forms, every jot and tittle of the rules regarding teaching Masters. There will be reports to be written, letters of progress to be recorded. It will be a bookkeeping labyrinth, trying to keep track of it all.”

“I don’t know how I am going to teach these journeymen. How can I add that to my agenda?”

“I hope that we can manage that requirement together. Over regular dinners and meetings, we can talk over what needs to be included in those reports, and I will ensure they are written and filed at all the correct times. It is burdensome. That is why so few Masters keep up with it. But that is what some conniving rodent like Cinderford would use to discredit you.” He clasped her hand with both of his. “I am your ally in this, and I am determined to prove it to you. You don’t need to worry about conforming to all the Guild protocols, I will manage that.”

Her expression softened. “I don’t like any of this, but I am also not a fool. I hate it, but I can’t argue against your reasoning. So, somehow, we shall find a way through. But I insist you talk with Birdy about feeding those journeymen. She had in mind she would supply half a dozen young girls—”

“She is no fool, she would have assumed that those girls would eat like you do. It will be fine, but yes, I will speak to her about the matter. Perhaps we can even ask if there are improvements she would like for the Bird’s Nest and arrange for the journeymen to manage some of those as a way of additional payment.”

“That seems fitting. There are always modifications she would like made to the pub or her kitchen.”

“Speaking of kitchens and food, I am under orders from our dear Guild Master to take you out for a nice dinner now.”

“To soothe my temper, I suppose.” She rolled her eyes. “That man! He can’t leave well enough alone, can he?”

“No, he can’t, but since he has given me a generous allowance with which to win your approbation, I will not complain.”

She laughed, such a delightful sound after the recent tension. “So, where do you have in mind to go tonight?”

“I heard tell of Edwin’s Dining Rooms, on New Road, near the Theatre Royal. It would be convenient to dine there after taking in the theater. Sir Wilbert supplied us with theater tickets for tonight as well—better seats than last time—if you are up for it. And I made sure he has no other agenda attached to this outing. Tonight’s performance is a comedy, so it might suit.”

“I suppose we should avail ourselves of his largesse. I will fetch my wrap and hat.”

Clear skies and gentle salt-air breezes cloaked them as they walked toward New Road. He laid his hand over hers in the crook of his arm, basking in the warmth that enveloped him. He had never allowed himself the luxury of keeping company with a woman until now. What a delightful sensation to have someone to share the most secret portions of his life with, even if a bit of friction might ensue. Even that was not so bad. There was comfort in knowing disagreements were not the end of everything. Resolution and reconciliation were possible. Those were new experiences for him as well. Yes, life was much better with her on his arm.

“Did Sir Wilbert suggest where we should eat tonight?” Rebecca had a touch of good humor in her voice.

“No, he did not. I am proud to say I came by that entirely on my own.”

Rebecca chuckled, but her tone had shifted, and there was an odd coolness that pooled around her. Pensive. That was what happened when she grew pensive. Pensive and sad.

Did she realize her moods were so palpable to him? He would ask, but dare not jeopardize the best clues he had in judging her true feelings. “You have become so quiet. Is there something wrong?”

“I would ask if I’m not allowed to keep the privacy of my own thoughts, but perhaps this is something that I should put a voice to.” She leaned her head against his shoulder ever so briefly. “I do not wish to sound missish, but the question does come to mind … that is to say … it is tempting to wonder if Sir Wilbert were not so forthcoming with his plans for—”

David stopped at the edge of a streetlight’s glow. He stood in front of her, taking both her hands in his. “You mean do I continue to ask you to dinner, to walk out with me, to attend the theater because of my own wishes, or because of some sense of obligation to the Guild or desire to please the Guild Master who has appointed me to my position?”

She looked away.

“My dear Rebecca,” he stepped a little closer and held her hands close to his chest. “I will say this as often as you need to hear it. Sir Wilbert has nothing to do with my preference for your company. I cannot complain about his outspokenness, though, because it means I do not need to worry if my employer will become out of joint over my spending time with you. That is convenient for me. But I respect you too much—think too well of myself—to be moved to pursue you or anyone else to please anyone but myself. Look me in the eye now and see that I mean it.”

She did, slowly and carefully, but she did. The air around her warmed just enough for him to notice. “Thank you. I fear I will need to hear that again at some point.”

“At any point, I will be happy to tell you over and over. Makes me think it may be time for us to give some thought—”

“Miss Fuller? Is that you?” A small, soft voice interrupted everything.

Consarn it!

Rebecca jumped back, her hands slipping from his.

“Forgive my intruding and all, Miss. I was on my way to your shop …” The girl from the theater—Emberly, was that her name? In the evening shadows she seemed thinner, younger, than she had at the theater, with her ragged clothes hanging limp off her shoulders.

“Not at all, Emberly. I am glad to see you. Are you … all right? You look—” Rebecca pushed unkempt blonde hair back from the girl’s face to reveal a splotchy bruise on her cheek. “Who did this to you? Did it happen at home?”

The girl sniffled and covered her face with her hands. “It weren’t what you expect, not me pa.”

“Then tell me what happened.”

“The day before yesterday, maybe three days ago, perhaps.” Emberly squeezed her eyes shut as tears trickled down the side of her face. “Me uncle, he came to tell me pa that his oldest brother had died and me pa would inherit the farm—the house, the land, all of it. And that he needed to move out to the country immediately to take over, lest this year’s crops were ruined. I don’t understand how they would be ruined, but that’s what he said. Pa’s always wanted to go back to the country, but he couldn’t afford to rent a farm with all us kids. So, he’s all excited and such. Then my uncle—not by blood, mind you, but by marriage, and he’s a widower now—he says he needs a wife and wants it done right quick—”

Rebecca gasped. “He expected you to marry him? Let me guess: you were not pleased with the offer?”

She shook her head and touched her face. “I stayed in the back room of the theater last night and the night before. But the theater manager’ll notice soon enough. It’s against the rules. I can pretend to stay late working on costumes, and falling asleep while I’m working, for only another day or two, and then—” she shrugged.

“So then, I should understand that your income is no longer needed by your family, and you are interested in my offer to become my apprentice?”

“If you’ll still have me, Miss.” Emberly wrung her hands.

“Can you stay one more night at the theater? I will have a room ready for you tomorrow.”

The girl’s jaw dropped. “You sure, Miss? I don’t want to be no charity case.”

“Apprenticeship is not charity, I assure you.” Rebecca crouched to meet the girl eye to eye. “You will learn a great deal, and have a Skill of your own by the end of it all. But you will work hard for me, perhaps harder than you’ve ever worked before. Are you equal to the task?”

“If it means I don’t have to marry him, I’m willing to do nearly anything.” Poor child, who could blame her?

“There is one more thing that you should know, something that just came about. There will be several journeymen coming to train with me as well. They will have rooms in the attic. You will use a room on the same floor as mine. With a lock on the door, which I expect you to use all the time. I won’t tolerate any interference or harassment toward you on their part. But you must also promise me you will not encourage their attentions either. Can I trust you with that? For if you violate that rule, I will have to release you from your apprenticeship.”

Emberly chewed her bottom lip and worried her hands together. “They’ll have the same rule?”

“Absolutely. What is fair for one is fair for the other. My friend Mr. Enright will help me ensure no one experiences unwanted attention under my jurisdiction.”

“He seems to be a proper gentleman.” Emberly cocked her head and studied him until he fought not to squirm. “The way he looks at you, Miss, he seems to be the type to want to make you happy.” She rubbed her fist against chapped lips. “I can agree to that.”

“Do you have someone who can get whatever you need from your father’s house?”

“Yes, me brother will help. He already brought me some bread to eat.”

“What was the last time you ate, Miss Emberly?” David asked.

“When me brother brought that bread. Yesterday morning, maybe.”

Rebecca and David exchanged glances. Hunger was a bad thing altogether, but the dangers for Wrights were even greater.

Rebecca tapped her lips with two fingers, thinking. “You know where my shop, Fuller’s Fix-All, is?”

“On St. George’s Road, near Portland Place.”

“Yes. There is a pub called the Bird’s Nest on Portland Place. There is a back door that opens into the mews, across from my shop’s back door. I want you to go to that door and knock. Wait until it is answered. It may take a little time if the pub is busy, but it will be answered. If one of the kitchen girls answers, say Miss Fuller has sent you to talk to Birdy. When you meet Birdy, tell her you are there to collect Miss Fuller’s box and that Miss Fuller asks her to provide a meal for you. She will invite you inside and feed you until you pop. She cannot bear to see someone in need of a meal. Then she’ll give you a large box of broken things to take to my shop. Put the box at my back door and return to the theater for the evening. Come to me after you are done working tomorrow, and we will discuss formal arrangements. Consider it your first assignment as my apprentice.”

Wide-eyed and astonished, the girl might have been offered the Crown Jewels. “And she will feed me, just like that?”

“If you tell her what I told you, she most certainly will.”

“And that is all you want from me?”

“For today, yes.” Rebecca stood straight. “A test of how well you are able and willing to follow directions.”

“I can do that, Miss.”

“Then hurry along. Get my box delivered and yourself fed. I will see you tomorrow.”

Emberly stammered and curtsied once to each of them, and darted off into the twilight.

Ironic, how this girl seemed to be escaping a dreadful master just as much as the journeymen were.

Rebecca clutched her forehead. “What have I done?”

“You have saved that girl from a most unfortunate future.”

“No, I don’t know that I have done that. I may have changed the course of her future away from a most unsuitable marriage—any man who would offer such a marriage must be unsuitable. But there is no promise she’ll fare any better under my tutelage.”

“Perhaps no guarantee, but there is little doubt she will be sheltered and well-fed, and given more options for her future than she ever had before. To me, that by definition is better.”

“You are such an optimist.”

“That is not how I am usually described. Rigid. Rule-follower. Lacking in compassion and sometimes good sense. That is more typical.” He winked at her.

“I understand why there are those who might take exception to your strict adherence to the established rules of order. But perhaps there is wisdom in it, too.”

“I am surprised to hear you say that!”

“That is not to say sometimes it doesn’t leave me wanting to pull my hair out, but yes.”

“Then perhaps it is time to finish the conversation I was trying to have before your apprentice happened in.” He took her hands and edged into the circle of lamplight again. “We have been walking out together for some months now, and I wonder if it is not time for us to be more explicit about what we hope for.”

“Do tell.”

“I am not a romantic sort of man. I am practical and pragmatic, and yes, doggedly in favor of following rules. And you are unconventional, determined, and have a flame-tamer’s temper. And yet, I am undeterred. I enjoy our company in ways I could not with any other woman of my acquaintance. I would like …” His voice failed. Why now? He could speak in front of a room full of angry men, but this one sympathetic woman, and he was stammering like a schoolboy. “… Would you consider … courtship, clear and explicit, with no room for confusion in the matter?”

“You are true to yourself in all ways, are you not? Even in matters of the heart, you want rules and structure and clarity.” She touched his cheek.

Was it his imagination, or was there electric warmth in the brush of her fingertips? “It is what I am, and I cannot change that. Best that is clear and in the open, no?”

“No patent medicine advertising for you, then?” She chuckled.

“No. Have you had your fill of fun at my expense, now? Will you not give me an answer?”

“You look like Balthazar begging for scraps from Birdy’s kitchen.”

“What a delightful image.”

“You silly creature, do you have any question as to my answer? Really?”

“That does not mean I do not want to hear the words.”

She slipped her hand in the crook of his arm and pressed her shoulder to his. “Yes, a courtship it is. I would tease you about that making Sir Wilbert happy indeed, but I fear you would not take that well.”

“No, I would not. But you, I will take, gladly.”

Such genuine warmth, and even joy in her eyes! “Now that the matter is settled, let us get ourselves to the theater and dinner. You can tell Sir Wilbert what we celebrated with that meal in the morning.”
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Chapter 13


By the time they walked back to her shop, the moon was already high in the sky, bathing them in shimmering, cool light. The breeze had faded away, and soft night sounds filled the crisp air with the perfect background music to close the evening.

The theater had been pleasant and dinner lovely, but those perceptions might have been biased by the words spoken earlier. A courtship. That’s what this was, a courtship.

He had said it. Words she was certain she would never hear.

But she had. And she had agreed.

Never, never in her wildest imagination had she thought, even for a moment, that she would meet a man who would want to court her, much less one she would want to be courted by. David was none of those things romantic novels suggested a man should be. Not dark and mysterious, not plagued by a secret haunted past, not titled and rich. He was pleasing to look at, but not precisely handsome; plain-spoken and honest, not filled with flowery speeches about how deeply he felt; devoted and loyal to what he believed in, not prepared to surrender everything he held dear for her.

It seemed fair, though, considering she was hardly the sort of heroine those same books portrayed. He was everything she needed him to be. He accepted her, supported her, and stood with her against those who did not. What more could she want?

Love.

Was it daft to hope for love as well? He was her friend, one of the truest friends she had known. But was that the same as love? It was hard to guess, never having been in love.

Birdy said love was a dangerous thing. It made one make poor decisions, ignore what was obvious to everyone else. No, she insisted, it was better to settle down with a man one genuinely liked and could live with.

It sounded like good advice, but was it?

Rebecca had avoided thinking too much about it—too many other more immediate concerns to be dealt with. But now, well, it had become an immediate concern.

“You seem pensive,” David said. “Am I wrong to be alarmed?”

“This evening has given me a great deal to consider. That’s all.”

“Are you not happy with the way things have changed?” David’s words were slow, deliberate, even pained.

“No, I did not say that, nor did I think it. I suppose it is that it was unexpected.”

“Unexpected, after all these months, really? After the way we have worked together, after what we have accomplished together. Unexpected?”

“Yes. No. Not for those reasons, though. I—” She bit her lip. Dare she say such a thing? Could she avoid it, though? Keeping her thoughts to herself was not a strong suit. If she started trying to do that now, what did it bode for the future? “I never believed that I would agree to a courtship, especially not with a … a man like you.”

“Does it make it any better if I tell you I have been thinking and feeling much the same thing? I am not equipped to lead a secret life. So, the thought of courtship and even marriage was something that I put out of my mind. You are the only woman who has understood and supported what I am. I never saw myself as a husband, much as you never saw yourself as a wife. It is indeed a new concept, is it not?”

That was such a David thing to say. So awkward and honest and exactly what she needed to hear. She laughed and leaned into him a little closer.

“So, that was not the wrong thing to say?”

“Not at all. It may not have been the stuff of novels, or a sensation theatrical, but I am glad for that. Knowing that we face the same challenges is comforting.”

“I have never been called comforting, but I rather like it.” He chuckled.

“I have never found a man to be comforting. I rather like that.”

They turned down the mews behind her shop.

“Oh, heavens, what is that?” She slipped away from him and ran to the back door, toward a small, dark shape huddled near the familiar box from Birdy’s shop, with Balthazar curled against her side. “It’s Emberly!”

“What do you want to do?”

“Can you carry her inside? The bedroom upstairs is not ready for guests, but it is far better than spending the night out here. I can only imagine why she would have felt that sleeping on my steps was preferable to the theater. Let me get the door unlocked.” She fumbled with the key as he lifted Emberly.

The girl was so thin! She covered it under bulky layers of wraps, but as the layers fell back, wrists and ankles that were barely more than skin and bones offered a painful picture. She stirred in David’s arms, but did not wake. No doubt sleeping off the meal Birdy had provided. Birdy most likely encouraged her to eat herself silly. Birdy couldn’t stand to see someone go hungry, and she always seemed to know when that was the case.

Rebecca lit several gas lamps along the way through the back of the shop, to the door upstairs, which she always kept locked—she wasn’t going to make that mistake again, ever—then hurried ahead to light the stairway and hall to the dark green room her father had once used. All the furniture once there had been assigned to other rooms in the house. On Birdy’s suggestion, she had fitted it with two smaller beds—the only furnishings in the room right now—just in case there were more students than the attic could accommodate.

Boxes and barrels lined the walls, waiting for her to finish setting up. After that, the rest of the furniture would be moved in … so much for those plans now.

David picked his way through the clutter, Balthazar purring at his heels as Rebecca arranged linens on the nearest bed.

“There, lay her down. That’s the best I can offer for now, but it is better than in the mews.” She tucked Emberly in. Balthazar jumped to the bed, sniffed as he walked a full circuit around the girl, then jumped down to follow them out.

“That was unexpected.” David leaned against the wall, near the hall’s gas lamp so half his face was lit and the other half in shadow, and folded his arms over his chest.

“It was, but I suppose it shouldn’t have been. Having heard her story, I should have foreseen—”

“Pray, do not start with that. We are all in unfamiliar territory, and I expect it will be a disconcerting journey, trying to write the rules for it as we go along.”

“I suppose fate has forced me not to back away from the entire endeavor.” She leaned back against the wall opposite him and scrubbed her face with her hands as Balthazar wove around her ankles. “I cannot turn her away to face her uncle. I realize it is not my problem, not my concern. Even so, I cannot.”

“One reason I admire you, my dear Master Fuller.” He took her hands and pulled her a little closer. He leaned down and whispered, “May I?”

May he what?

Oh! Struck speechless, she nodded.

He kissed her, softly, purposefully, leaving her in no doubt she had been kissed. “Goodnight then, my dear. I shall return tomorrow, to help the journeymen settle in.”

He showed himself out, which was just as well. Her knees were far too weak to manage the stairs.
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The next morning, she rose early and busied herself in the tiny yellow kitchen, dominated by a worktable in the center, with two stools underneath. As often as not, she ate here, not in the dining room, which seemed so lonely with only one occupant. She pulled plates from the wall rack near the sink and made up a platter of bread, fruit, and cheese. The details for how to handle their meals with Birdy had not yet been organized. That was the first item on her list for this morning, after the child was fed and introduced to the house.

She pulled out her mother’s floral teapot from a wall cabinet, paused near the faucet, then placed the pot on the table. Using her Skill would help ground her and focus herself. She wrung Water from the Air and cradled the pot in her hands until it boiled.

“I ain’t never seen tea made like that before.” Emberly peeked around the doorway. Balthazar stood beside her, purring. Had he guided her to the kitchen? Considering it was his favorite room in the house, it was not hard to imagine it so.

“No, I suppose it is a singular approach to doing things. But it is an excellent way for me to settle the Elements around me. In time you will have your own way of doing the same sort of thing.” Rebecca pulled a stool from under the table and beckoned Emberly inside.

“You brought me in last night.”

“Mr. Enright did the actual lifting and carrying.”

“That were very good of you. I’m … I’m sorry I didn’t go back to the theater …”

“There is no need to explain.”

“I … I don’t want you worried that I will ignore your instructions like I did last night. I can, I will be a proper apprentice to you. I promise.” Emberly dragged the back of her hand across her eyes.

“There are many reasons you might have made that choice.”

“My littlest sister found me on me way to your shop and told me that me uncle was going to the theater to find me—”

“I was once betrothed to a violent, deceitful drunkard. You do not need to explain anything else.”

Emberly sank onto the nearby stool and sobbed into her hands. Best to get it out of her system.

Rebecca continued making tea. It seemed better not to draw attention to the girl’s display. Hopefully, that was the right thing.

Emberly dried her eyes on her dusty skirt while Rebecca poured two cups of tea and placed the breakfast platter in the middle of the table. Balthazar jumped up to inspect the offering.

“Ah, no, you don’t. I’ll have your plate for you in a moment.” Rebecca picked him up and placed him on the floor. “This is Balthazar, and he thinks he owns this place. You’ll have to get used to him.”

“So that wasn’t a dream? He slept on the edge of my bed last night.”

“He likely did. It is a sign he likes you. He can be quite the old crosspatch with those of whom he does not approve.” She opened the cat meat jar on the counter and dropped a lump of meat on his plate on the floor. “Eat quickly, lad, it does not smell appealing.”

Balthazar pounced on the offering. He never needed to be told a second time.

Rebecca pulled out the other stool and sat opposite Emberly. “So then, today will be a full day. I suppose the next several shall be also, as we work out how we shall live. Go on, take something to eat. One thing you will find here is that there will be regular meals. Birdy will make sure of it.”

Awestruck, Emberly took a slice of Birdy’s sturdy brown bread and a slab of cheese. “You mean that is to be a regular sort of thing?”

“It is indeed. It is dangerous for Wrights not to eat properly. Using our Skill drains us dangerously. I will explain it all more later, but for now, eat up. Your first task this morning will be to move as many of those boxes from your room as you can. They can go to the parlor for now. I will decide from there what to do.”

“I’m sorry to be an inconvenience.”

“It had to be done one way or another, and I have you to help, so that is positive. You said that you thought your brother could bring your things from home. How can we accomplish that now?”

“Perhaps I could leave a note at the theater for him, to bring them here?”

“No, I do not want him to discover where you are. Information like that has a way of getting into the wrong hands too easily. And I do not want you near the theater, either. Your family might watch for you there.” Rebecca tapped her fingers along the side of her jaw. “I will leave a note at the theater for your brother and ask him to take your things to the Bird’s Nest. I trust Birdy to hold her peace, and there is little chance anyone saw you in the mews last night.”

“It seems a great deal of trouble.”

“I told you. I have some experience with determined, disagreeable men. Trust me on this matter. Now, let us get on with things. There is much to accomplish before the journeymen arrive sometime midday.”
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The cuckoo clock in the back room screamed twice as the humble horse cart driven by Dillon Hughes, the lumbering gentle giant David trusted with his most precious cargo, pulled into the mews. David rode next to him while the three journeymen sat in the back, alongside sacks of their belongings and crates, which probably held their tools.

Merciful heavens, this was happening!

David orchestrated getting the men and their things into the back room and dismissed the horse cart. At first, she had balked at his suggestion that he stay for the afternoon and help smooth the transition, but now she was glad for it.

She called Emberly to the active back room. Crates of tools lined the back wall with the men’s bags alongside, filling the room with an unusual mix of personal and Elemental scents. Each one stood or sat beside a worktable, waiting for something to happen.

It was time to begin this adventure, with no name, little direction, and uncertain success. She closed the door and stood near the large, wall-mounted chalkboard at the front of the room, surveying the uncertain faces looking at her.

Thankfully, David stood at the back of the room, wearing the calm confidence that was part of his professional persona. Sometimes it felt like he believed in her more than she did.

She swallowed hard, tugged her sleeves down, and pulled her shoulders back. “Good afternoon. What we are about to embark on is new territory for all of us, so let us begin at the beginning, even if it seems unnecessary, shall we? I am Master Full Wright Fuller, and behind you is Master Full Wright Enright. He will provide Guild oversight for your new apprenticeship. Please introduce yourselves, including your current rank in training, and your preferred Element.”

The dark-haired, lean, angular man nearest David stood. “I am Harrison Dwyer, I was a senior journeyman, an Earth Wright, but of that, I prefer working metal to any other.”

“Jordan Fenn, senior journeyman,” the fair, soft-spoken man, with a round face and sloped shoulders, pointed at his chest with his thumb. “I’m a Water-wringer myself, working wells and getting plumbing to flow, that’s what I do.”

The tall, rail-thin, ginger journeyman nearest Rebecca was already standing. “And I’m Bertrand Brandt, journeyman Fire Wright. If it burns, then I like it.”

The men sat down, and Rebecca gestured to Emberly.

She stood a foot shorter than the shortest of the men, long blonde braid trailing down her back, visibly shaking. “I … me name’s Emberly Woods. And I ain’t never been trained or nothing. I light lamps and make breezes through the theater and mend broken furniture and props. And I sew.” She sat down as quickly as she could.

“Forgive me for asking, but what is she doing here?” Brandt pointed at Emberly with the typical bravado of a flame-tamer. “It ain’t as if she—”

And so it would begin. Rebecca balanced her hands on her hips. “She is my apprentice. You all are now as well. What is difficult to understand about that?”

“But she’s never—”

“And even so, she is ahead of all of you.”

Brandt huffed and turned to the other men. “How can you say that? She’s a slip of a girl what never had a Master’s attention.”

“Emberly—that is, Miss Woods—Mr. Brandt, would you join me here?” She opened a cabinet near the wall and removed focus items for each of the four Elements. “These are training aids for the Elements. You will each develop your own for your daily use. For now, I will provide each of you with a set to use. Now, this is the Fire focus.” She held up a thick candle, held in a sturdy pewter holder. “I am sure you know what to do with it. Miss Woods, if you would go first?”

Emberly lit the candle with a touch.

Rebecca put it out. “Now you, Mr. Brandt.”

Brandt waved his hand over the candle and the wick burst into flame.

“Adequate demonstrations, to be sure.” She snuffed the candle and walked the candle across the room to David. “But let me show you what I will expect of you—all of you—before you are released from my training.”

She strode all the way to the door. “Are you ready, Master Enright?”

“Shall I hold it or is it safer to place it on the floor?” He winked at her.

“Do put it on the floor and step back.”

David scurried back, making more of a show of it than he needed to.

She lifted her hands and swirled a breeze through the room that condensed into a cloud over the candlestick. She squeezed her hands together, tightening the cloud into a dark, swirling mass. A flash of lightning struck the candlewick, thunder clapping as the candlewick burst into flame. With a flick of her hand, she released a tiny downpour to quench the fire.

A collective gasp filled the room. “That is what it means to be a Full Wright, and what you will be able to accomplish when we are finished.”

“That’s an impressive spectacle.” Mr. Brandt whistled through his teeth. “But it still doesn’t explain how you think that girl is ahead of any of us.”

“I will show you.” Rebecca returned to the front of the room and lifted a piece of granite. David hid a smirk behind his hand. “Mr. Brandt, do—something, anything you want with this Earth focus.”

“I’m a flame-tamer, not a mud-mover. I can’t.” Brandt crossed his arms over his chest and glowered at her.

“Humor me and try.”

He held the rock in his hands and stared at it. Rolled it around, stroked it, squeezed it, and it remained stubbornly unmoved. He handed it back to her.

“Miss Woods, show me what you can do with this.” Rebecca handed her the granite.

“I don’t do much with stone, but I will try.” With great effort, she rolled the stone in her hands, shaping it into an ugly, misshapen ball.

“A solid first attempt.” Rebecca held it up.

Brandt stared at it a moment, then frowned and looked away.

“You see what she has accomplished. I understand it is nothing to what you, an Earth Wright, would do with it, Mr. Dwyer. Pray, join us here.”

Dwyer sauntered to the front and reached for the stone, but Rebecca pulled it away.

“I know what you can do with this. Light the candle for me.”

He waved and clapped, putting on quite a show that did not result in a flame.

“Now, Miss Woods.” Rebecca went to the cabinet again and removed a German pyramid and placed it on the desk. The candle carousel should have held a candle below the fan and dangling ornaments, but the central rod stood over an empty glass jar. “Have you ever seen one of these?”

“No … Master Fuller.”

“Usually, a candle would heat the air, making it rise, like in a hot air balloon, and that would make the fan blade spin. I want you to do that without the candle.”

Miss Woods smiled broadly, held her hand over the fan and drew Air up, steadily spinning the blades.

“Mr. Dwyer, Mr. Brandt, can you demonstrate the same task?”

They both shuffled their feet.

“I might,” Mr. Fenn hurried forward. “It seems a great deal like what Water might do.”

“That is an excellent way to think about it.” Rebecca stepped back to make room for him.

Mr. Fenn mimicked the hand movements that Emberly had used, to little avail. Making them bigger and wider did not help.

“Reach with your Skill, not your hands. Air is thinner, slicker than Water, it wants to slip out between your fingers. Grasp it less firmly.” Rebecca said.

Mr. Fenn’s forehead creased. He cocked his head and seemed to study the fan blades again. Closing his eyes, he opened his hands and drew them up ever so slowly.

The carousel turned a little bit, but it turned.

“There, you see, you are able to do it.” Rebecca nodded.

“Blimey! It is doable, bloody difficult, but doable.” Fenn grinned like a boy with a bag of candy.

“It becomes easier with practice and instruction—” David paused and looked toward the door into the shop. “Do you hear that? Shall I look into that?”

Someone had come into the shop? “Yes, please do, and lock the door as well,” Rebecca said.

“What are you afraid of?” Fenn asked.

“I am sure you can imagine, defecting from your Masters, as it has been cast by some, has raised no little ire. Your Masters are not happy and have not kept quiet about it. Unhappy men can do unpleasant things, and none of us need that. Master Enright has taken it upon himself to manage such issues in his role as barrister and Guild Secretary. Nonetheless, caution always, always makes sense.”

The door opened, and David peeked in. “May we come in?”

“We? Who is with you?” Rebecca swallowed hard. Only David’s smile kept her from taking a defensive posture.

“Miss Brees Ableson, Master Fuller.” The lithe, dark-haired girl from Cambridge, in a plum-colored gown, peeked around David. “Did you receive my letter?”

“I did, but I am surprised to see you here. Not displeased, to be sure, but surprised as you’d not made any commitment—”

“I pressed the matter with my uncle, telling him that I was interested, even if my sister was not. I was told if that was the case, it would be on me to manage the entire process, the details of which are not necessary to dwell upon. So, I am here. I hope there is still a place for me.” She bit her lower lip as she glanced at the journeymen, smiling slightly as her eyes landed on Emberly.

“There’s another bed in my room,” Emberly murmured. “I ain’t used to having a room to myself no how. She’d be an apprentice like me?”

“That was talked about at one point.” Rebecca looked from Brees to Emberly to David.

“It’d be nice not to be the only girl-apprentice in the house,” Emberly said.

David nodded a slow affirmative to the question Rebecca asked from across the room.

“You’ve come all this way. I can hardly turn you out. Very well, Miss Ableson, come in and stand with Miss Woods.”

Brees scurried in to stand near Emberly. David took her bags and put them with the others.

“What do you want me to do, Master Fuller?” Brees wrung her hands.

“Emberly, would you demonstrate? Gather that puddle on the floor into this bowl, bring it here, then light the candle, smooth the rock, and spin the fan.” She handed Emberly a bowl.

Emberly hesitated. “I’ve never gathered Water.”

“I can help her if she needs,” Mr. Fenn said.

“Allow her to try first, please.”

Emberly struggled, but was able to move some Water into the bowl. Mr. Fenn finished the task for her and they placed the bowl on the front table. Emberly performed the other three tasks and stepped aside.

“Now, Miss Ableson, show us what you can do.”

A hint of terror crossed Brees’s face, but she approached the front table. The water stirred, the fan moved half a revolution, and the rock deformed under her touch. The candle, though, remained stubbornly unlit.

“Well done, Miss Ableson, you will fit right in. All of you return to your seats.” She paused as they moved to their places. “So now, you can see why I suggested that Miss Woods and Miss Ableson may have some advantage over you former journeymen. They can interact with several of the Elements, more than any of you. Yes, I am aware you are all more Skilled at the particular Element you have trained in. But that means you will find learning to move between the Elements more challenging. You are all apprentice Full Wrights now, a designation that did not exist before today. There are no journeymen here, and I would thank you to remember that.” She caught the gaze of each of the former journeymen and held it until they acknowledged her with a nod. “For now, we will dismiss. Mr. Enright will help you gentlemen settle into the attic, while I will do the same for Miss Woods and Miss Ableson on the second floor. I expect all of you to keep your doors locked. Girls, you are not to go into the attic for any reason, and you, gentlemen, are not to enter either bedroom on the second floor. Anyone who violates that rule will be immediately dismissed. Dinner will be served across the mews in the private room of the Bird’s Nest. There we will discuss other administrative matters.”

“The Bird’s Nest? Really?” Mr. Fenn’s jaw dropped. “Some of the best tucker in Brighton is served there.”

“Then you will be pleased to learn that Birdy has agreed to provide all our meals. However, she is not a Wright and is to know nothing of wrighting. As far as she is concerned, you are apprentices to learn the repair trade from me, working at my shop as part of your training. Although Birdy’s back room has a door, do not assume conversations are private. So be circumspect in your conversation.”

“Circumspect? What’s that mean?” Emberly asked.

“Don’t give away our trade secrets,” Mr. Fenn said.

“Exactly. Now off you pop. Get yourselves settled in, and I will introduce you to Birdy, who will become the most valuable acquaintance you have.” And in the meantime, she would find something to eat. The students would learn soon enough how much such demonstrations wrung from even a Master Full Wright.
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Chapter 14


David stood at his office bookshelves, dust rag in hand. They were already in proper order, so he could not tidy them. The next best thing would be to clean them. Mindless activity was always a balm in the face of uncertain reactions.

Reactions to things like the most recent pivot Rebecca’s teaching endeavor had taken.

He sneezed twice and rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. He hadn’t thought there would be enough dust kicked up to cause that. Such things were just as difficult to predict as whether Sir Wilbert would be pleased with the latest developments.

David’s door flew open and hit the wall behind it. “Ah, Enright, I hope you don’t mind me being early.” Sir Wilbert shuffled into his office and closed the door. Just as well that David did not mind. “Turns out I have a few things to discuss with you, as well.”

“Dare I even ask?”

“Well, for a change, it is good news.” Sir Wilbert found his favorite chair near the fireplace, dragged it to David’s desk, and sat down. His expensive cologne followed him, filling the office with the mark of his presence.

“By all means, do tell. I am always in need of good news.” David left his dust rag on the shelf and hurried to sit down.

Sir Wilbert leaned back, like a man well-pleased with himself, extended his legs and crossed his ankles. “I shall get straight to the point. Lord Wareham has written back to me and not only will he continue his support, but he is quite pleased with this turn of events—can you believe that? I confess, I am astonished, but one can hardly complain, no? What’s more, he informed me of his intention to petition the Queen on our behalf. He is quite certain he can present matters in such a way that the Crown will be amenable to the adjustments.”

“What an ally! I am at a loss for words, sir. Most unexpectedly positive.” David ran a finger around his collar.

“Indeed, it is, and since I expect you are about to deliver more bad news, I will take a moment to revel in it.”

“I hope you do not consider this bad news.”

“But you are not sure.”

David adjusted his posture to sit a little taller in his seat. “I am certain of how I see it and how Master Fuller sees it. We agree it is positive.”

“So, you are about to tell me you have come to an agreement? When is the wedding?” Wilbert smiled with his entire being.

“That is not the news I wished to discuss with you.” David snorted. “But if you must know, we are not betrothed, but she, we, agree that we are engaged in a courtship.”

“A courtship—after how many months and you have only now settled upon a courtship? Great Scott man, if you move any slower—”

“Moving faster is not agreeable to either of us. Sir.” David braced his elbows on his desk and leaned forward. “As to the first of my other news—Master Fuller has agreed to the requirements you imposed, that the Office of the Guild Secretary oversee the school.”

“That was not optional. Her agreement, in this case, is irrelevant.”

“But she sees the need as well. That is significant.”

Sir Wilbert laced his hands before his chest, clearly unimpressed with the news. “What else?”

“She took on two additional students as apprentices.”

“Additional students? Are more disgruntled journeymen fleeing their Masters like rats from a sinking ship?”

“Not exactly, sir.” David drew a deep breath. How best to present this? “The dustman’s daughter had a change in circumstance. She sought Master Fuller, asking if a place was still available for her.”

“A change in circumstance? Is she fleeing some criminal complications? Do I want to know those details?”

“They are not relevant to her apprenticeship.”

“So, there will be a female apprentice after all?” Sir Wilbert’s lips wrinkled up in an expression David associated with deep thought.

“Two. Miss Brees Ableson showed up at the doorstep, bags in hand, asking to be accepted as well.”

“Secretary Ableson changed his mind?” Sir Wilbert’s shaggy brows rose almost to his hairline.

“As I understand, the girl decided herself, with little support from her family. But it is appropriate to note that they did not stop her, merely required that if she was to pursue this course, it would be on her to make her own way. I expect if Ableson had not softened to the idea, at least somewhat, she would have been forbidden outright. That being said, I doubt he will be a vocal public advocate for Master Fuller.”

“Still, it is something.” Sir Wilbert stroked his chin. “In the larger picture, this could mark a positive change.”

“That is what we hope as well.”

“How are the practical matters to be handled? Will these girls be living with Master Fuller as well?”

“At present, there is no other option. The journeymen will use the attic rooms. The girls are set up in a room near Master Fuller’s, in the family part of the house. It is the typical arrangement for boarding students when a school is held in a family’s home.”

“But the girls are not family to her. How does it look to the neighbors that those young ladies have taken residence?” Sir Wilbert asked.

“The girls will be introduced as Master Fuller’s distant cousins, who have been forced, by sickness or misfortune at home, to take refuge with Master Fuller. The neighbors are unlikely to look askance for her helping her family, especially when she is still recovering from the effects of the fire. If anything, perceptions of her charity will improve her standing in the community.”

“But how can you ensure they are properly chaperoned at all times? It is a mistake to underestimate the foolishness of young folk.”

“Birdy will assist us. If ever Master Fuller is called away, then the girls shall be sent to assist at the Bird’s Nest until Master Fuller returns. Birdy and the girls are in full agreement to the plan. While it doesn’t ensure that nothing can happen—it is the best we can offer under the circumstances. That being said, though, Miss Woods would hardly be safer staying with her own family. Miss Ableson is an afterthought next to her sister, and I doubt anyone is paying much attention to her at all. Master Fuller will do a much better job supervising her than her governess would.”

“I suppose there is little to be done for it, now that the girls have been received. Sending them back would cause far more kerfuffle than keeping them.” Sir Wilbert chewed his lip, nodding rhythmically.

“More than that, though, since the Guild, whether they want to admit it or not, needs to see female Wrights trained and added to our numbers, turning those girls away would not have been in the Guild’s larger interests.” David crossed his arms over his chest.

“Even so, I am concerned that this proposition has become more complicated than any of us expected.”

“On that we are all agreed.”

Sharp raps sounded and David’s door flung open. Three cross Master Wrights stormed in: Master Earth Wright Lawlor, Master Water Wright Mitchell, and Master Fire Wright Fergusson.

He’d been expecting them, sooner or later, but not quite this perfectly timed.

“We’re here to file formal complaints against our insubordinate journeymen.” Master Lawlor, a short, dark man with the expressiveness of a granite slab, stormed to David’s desk and slapped both hands down. Interesting way to make an entrance.

“That is, of course, your right.” Sir Wilbert’s calm and level tone meant he was anything but. “Would you care to tell me who the charge is being filed against?”

“Are you so obtuse?” Master Mitchell—with gray eyes and hair, and pale skin—looked half drowned. He pointed a bony finger at David. “Against Enright, the Secretary of the Guild. He has enticed our apprentices to rebellion.”

“Apprentices, sir?” David stood. “None of your apprentices have interacted with me.”

“Journeymen, then, if you need to be so technical,” Master Fergusson growled back. Short and barrel chested, his deep voice rumbled like an impending explosion.

“If you are registering a formal complaint, which is your right, then all facts must be portrayed accurately. It is not apprentices you are complaining about, but journeymen? Give me a moment to get pen and paper, and I shall begin making notes of all the relevant information.” David sat down and rummaged through his drawers.

“What do you mean, making notes? Cinderford did not require things in writing.” Fergusson planted his hands on David’s desk and leaned closer, menacing. If this was how he treated his equals, what was the man like with his juniors?

Sir Wilbert cleared his throat. “That is one reason he was dismissed from his position.”

“How do we know Enright is taking things down correctly? It is he whom we have complaints against. It would be in his best interest to be inaccurate as to the details of the matter.” Mitchell glared with narrow eyes. Ironic that a slippery Water Wright would make such an accusation.

“I will only make notes for my own use. You each must present your own case in writing. That is what will be used in any Guild actions.”

“I will remain to hear the substance of your complaints and ensure that the paperwork, when filed, accurately represents the nature of your concerns.” Wilbert gestured for them to bring chairs closer and to sit down.

The Masters grumbled under their breath about the indignity of having to write out their grievances, but did as requested.

“So then, the substance of your complaint against the Secretary of the Brighton Guild?” David’s pen hovered over the paper.

“You incited our journeymen to leave their arrangements with us, leaving us all in serious personal and professional distress.” Lawlor glanced at the others as though gaining consensus. “We all have projects left unfinished, and there is no one to work on them, thus creating material harm to our reputations and our businesses. Not to mention the active insubordination! My entire shop is in an uproar because of Dwyer’s thoughtless, disrespectful attitude and actions. That is all on your head, Enright.”

“Things were right fine before you went seeking our journeymen, fomenting discontent among them. Guild Master, you must be able to see that he’s doing nothing but causing problems. You have no idea how much income I am losing because Journeyman Brandt’s work is not getting done.” Fergusson leveled a pointing finger as though he’d like to shoot fire. It would be interesting to know if his Skill was that refined or not.

“Those seem relevant concerns, to be sure. Perhaps you would be interested in hearing the grievances that have been filed against you?”

“What complaints? I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Lawlor stammered, his face turning brighter and brighter shades of red.

“Did they not tell you?” David made a show of opening his desk drawer and removing several sealed documents. “Well, never mind that, I have the official letters of notice right here, and I will put them directly in your hands. Here is yours, and yours, and yours.”

They broke the wax seals and scanned the nearly identical documents.

“What in the name of the First Wright is this?” Lawlor slapped the letter. “Nonsense, utter nonsense. This only supports my claim of defiance.”

“I read all the complaints and approved the Secretary’s responses.” Sir Wilbert’s tone was so mild—the angry Masters had no idea what that really meant. “What part do you take exception to?”

“All of it, it is utter nonsense!” Mitchell threw his letter to the floor and stomped on it. “Not a word of it is true. Everything in my shop is run according to time-honored tradition, as things have always been. What grounds are there for a complaint in that?”

“So, for example, you have not withheld your journeyman’s pay? Can you produce signed records noting the transfer and receipt of payment?” David asked.

“I am holding it in safekeeping for him. I can show you the amount in my strongbox if you like.”

“That is not the same thing as making a promised payment, sir.”

“It is the standard practice among teaching Masters.” Mitchell turned to the others, who nodded vigorously. “And has been for generations.”

“That may be the case; however, it goes against the contracts you all signed when you took on these young men to be trained. If you like, I can find the exact papers you filed with the Guild to show you where you promised to make payment—”

“But it has been done this way for years. There is precedent. The problem is their rebellion, not our following standard practice.” Lawlor jumped to his feet and closed the distance between him and David.

“That does not make it legal according to Guild Rules.”

Lawlor whirled to face Sir Wilbert. “You are not going to sit there and let this upstart change the way we have been doing things since before he was first made an apprentice. I’m sure his Master—”

“Paid me journeyman’s wages, as he promised, when he promised,” David said softly. “And he presented me for Mastery in a timely fashion.”

Fergusson rapped the desk with his knuckles. “It is our judgment as Master Wrights that none of these men are prepared to stand for Mastery.”

“By what criteria have you judged them? May I see evidence of their work and your evaluations that support your declaration?”

“Evaluations? Evidence? We see what they do every day. What further need for evaluation is there?” Fergusson said.

“Be that as it may,” Sir Wilbert stood slowly, with all the weight of the office he carried. “Enright, will you please pull those apprenticeship agreements as you promised? The papers you signed with these journeymen stipulated that you would keep records of their evaluations and present them for Mastery at the earliest reasonable date.”

“The word of the teaching Master has always been sufficient. You cannot change that now.” Mitchell joined the rest of them on their feet.

“We are changing nothing, sirs. Merely going back to the exact wording of the agreements to ensure records are kept and everyone receives fair treatment.”

“This is absurd and unfair to us. What about our businesses? You cannot put us in jeopardy that way. Have you any idea what I stand to lose? Not to mention my standing among my peers will be ruined by Dwyer’s mutiny.” Lawlor’s face turned a remarkable shade of purple.

“It is not the Guild leadership jeopardizing your shops, but the way you have treated those you are training. You may, of course, try to win back your journeyman, making good on the promises you already made to him.”

“There is a rumor that they all have taken rooms at Fuller’s Fix-All.” Mitchell spoke the name like a slur.

“That she-wright has wasted no time in trying to seduce, not just one, but three of our—” There was Fergusson’s pointing finger again.

“Stop there,” Wilbert held up his hand. “I will not have you making unfounded accusations against another Master Wright.”

“She’s unnatural and underhanded, stealing our trained journeymen from us.” Fergusson should not have turned his pointing finger on Sir Wilbert.

“How has she stolen anything from you?” Sir Wilbert’s glare lowered Fergusson’s hand.

“You saying that she hasn’t taken them on as apprentices?” Mitchell shouted.

David adjusted his tone and posture to his courtroom persona. “When there is a dispute between Master and apprentice or journeyman, their contract is suspended until the dispute is settled. They have the right to appeal to another Master for training in the interim.”

“So, you admit it then, she has taken them on to learn all our secrets.” Fergusson crossed his arms and nodded as though to claim victory. “Secrets which support our businesses and differentiate us from others. Trade secrets among the Wrights, that we cannot afford to lose.”

David barely swallowed back a laugh. “The interim agreement they signed specifies that they are apprentices and for the duration of her connection with them, they are to use only the techniques she teaches them. She has made it clear that she wants nothing of your methods in her workshop.”

“She is teaching them?” Fergusson threw his hands in the air, nearly hitting Mitchell. “It is unnatural for a woman to be teaching men and against every one of our Guild traditions.”

“For a Master Full Wright to be teaching apprentices, you mean? There is nothing at all unnatural about that,” David said.

“I must agree, there is nothing in the charter or bylaws to suggest there is any stipulation against any sort of recognized Master Wright taking on apprentices, which would include females.” Sir Wilbert shrugged.

“So help me, there will be. I will not stand by and let this matter drop.” Fergusson shook his finger in David’s face. “This woman has already been far too disruptive to the Brighton Guild and must be stopped. Do not be surprised when you receive a dispatch from London notifying you of a ban against the training and practice of all female Wrights.”

“The petition has already been filed, weeks ago.” Lawlor lifted his head with a look of triumph. “I’ve received assurances of its positive reception. Soon, very soon, this absurd business will be shut down. We will quell this rebellion and return things to the way they should be.”
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Chapter 15


Was it telling that a sweating pewter pitcher of cold lemonade stood at the edge of Sir Wilbert’s desk? Useful for drinking, or for dousing small fires in case of uncontrolled outbursts. Perhaps she was indulging in a wild fit of imagination—but that seemed less likely, considering what he had just told her, and the presence of a bucket of water near the cold fireplace.

“I will not tell my apprentices any of this. I can’t.” Rebecca fought to keep her voice level as color rose in her cheeks and heat flowed to her fingertips. Pray she could avoid charring the stack of papers Sir Wilbert had presented her with—results of the Brighton Guild audit—that she would need to be prepared to discuss at the next meeting of the local Guild, but had not even begun to study. “Do you have any idea what it might do to them to hear of a push to ban female Wrights? The girls might give up altogether, and the former journeymen—they have risked so much to become my trainees, they may walk out, hoping to salvage what they can. No, they do not need to know about this until the matter is resolved.”

“Have they been making solid progress, then?” Sir Wilbert switched topics, as though unaware of the turmoil he had stirred in her. Clueless, aggravating man!

Several deep breaths were necessary to force herself to follow his shift. Two more to find an answer to his question. “I am afraid it is a complicated question. There are no guidelines on how to measure their progress. Even the little that has been written on cross-training to become a Full Wright, none of that applies to how I am training these apprentices.”

“I imagine your father—”

She stopped his line of inquiry with an open hand. “No, he left nothing in the way of written records of what he did with my brother and me. And considering the unhappy fate my brother met, if he had left records, chances are they would be used as evidence of what should not be done. My father was not a popular man with the Guild.”

“With a certain segment of the Wrights, that is true. But I think you overestimate the influence of that portion of the Guild.” Sir Wilbert leaned back, rubbing his palms together slowly.

“And I believe you underestimate it. Remember, I am the one who has lived under the prejudice it caused, not you.”

“And perhaps you should remember, I have been privy to a large number of discussions and debates on the matter, among those who would never speak in front of—”

“A woman?” She batted her eyelashes.

“They would not speak openly in front of one of lesser rank than themselves.”

“Social rank, or Guild rank?”

He squeezed his eyes shut and grimaced. “I understand the temptation to take this personally, but it will do you no favors. Though you hate it, the best way to manage this is giving the Guild a display of facts—that you can train competent Wrights, Full Wrights—without emphasizing all the details that muddy the waters. A process which I have been discussing with your young man.”

She glowered at him, cheeks blazing. Now that they were courting, it was not wrong to call him her young man. Even so, the term felt fraught with the brand of control Father hoped to wield over her through a marriage to Dick Mallory. David was no Mallory, but the feelings lingered and would, for quite some time. “Master Enright’s research is always thorough and his suggestions carefully constructed. I trust he has offered you some—”

“When do you think your students will be prepared to exhibit?”

Her jaw dropped, and she gaped, goggle-eyed, at him. “You mean before an audience? As I was required to do here before the local Master Wrights? Pray don’t tell me you are thinking of inflicting such an experience upon my apprentices.”

“I don’t have a plan in mind as yet. I need to understand what I have to work with here. And I would caution you to remember, we are fighting on the same side of this battle. Perhaps for slightly different reasons, yours far more personal, and mine more focused on the decades and centuries to come, but we are otherwise aligned.” He tapped his fingertips together in front of his chest.

Bother it all, that part was true. But still … “But you must agree what comes out of all this affects me and my apprentices far more immediately than it touches any of your concerns.”

“While I will concede your point, you are avoiding answering my question. When will your students be able to display their newly-gained skills?”

“The young ladies, never. Perhaps you are unaware. A proper young woman becomes improper, and even scandalous, when she performs in public. It would cast her as no better than an actress or a dancer, and be ruinous of her reputation. I only did so out of desperation and in a situation that does not match theirs. I had no hopes of marriage, and little reputation to risk. They are not in the same position. I will not be moved in this matter, sir. I will protect them properly, as is fitting for a teaching Master.”

Sir Wilbert muttered and grumbled under his breath, trying several times to speak, but stopping before the words escaped. Finally, he huffed out, “And the men? They do not have the issues of public performance the girls do.”

“No, they do not, but the situation is challenging for them as well. It is a matter of pride, to begin with. They were all journeymen on the cusp of Mastery but, under me, returned to the state of apprenticeship. At this point they are happy to merely touch the other Elements and are far from being able to accomplish anything with them.”

“I had hoped they would progress faster, given their prior training.”

Deep breath. Just because he said something incredibly stupid indeed did not mean she needed to lose her temper. “How rapid an improvement were you expecting? Instant Mastery? How long did it take you to Master your first Element?”

“Five, maybe seven years.”

“Are you aware of how long the average Full Wright takes to learn their second?”

“Less than that, three to four years, I suppose. And since you are going to ask, the next two Masteries average four more years in total.”

“So, the typical Full Wright studies fifteen years to achieve Mastery?”

“That seems about right. Enright accomplished it in ten, I believe.”

His teaching Masters must have been wanting if it took him a full ten years. David was an apt learner. She cocked her head at Sir Wilbert.

“I believe you are waiting for me to ask you how long it took you to become a full Wright, operating on a level of Mastery—I recognize that as a separate issue from being awarded the title.”

“From the time my official training began, it was six years. I became a Master Full Wright in only six years.”

“You made my point for me, then. Your students should—”

“No! That is the problem. You assume training as a Full Wright from the beginning progresses in a linear fashion, the way traditional training does, but it does not. Far more of a broken stairstep with long periods of frustrations leading to sudden leaps of brilliant achievement, followed again by protracted periods of what seems like utter stagnation. It is not for the faint of heart. And, right now, the former journeymen are deeply frustrated.”

“That is not what I hoped to hear.”

“I am sure it’s not. But it is the truth of the matter. One I cannot change. The fact that all of them have been able to touch at least a second Element at all is remarkable. A few can reach three of the four. But they all must have access to every one of the Elements before we can progress further.”

“And how long will that take?” Sir Wilbert’s face wrinkled into something pensive and not at all patient.

“I cannot predict. Some are more flexible than others. The youngest, Emberly, the dustman’s daughter, who is most comfortable with Fire, she is the most flexible of all of them. With no formal instruction, she does not know the ‘right’ way to do things, so she is not hampered by old training. The eldest of them, Mr. Brandt, also a Fire Wright and near Mastery, approaches her flexibility—Fire Wrights tend to extend themselves to other Elements more easily than other Wrights do. Mr. Dwyer, the Earth Wright, struggles as most mud-men do. He can barely touch Water. Air and Fire are still beyond him.”

“Drill them harder, then.”

“No! You are not listening to me. That is the old way of training, brute force the exercises until they work—or don’t.” She pressed her fingers to her temples and forced two deep breaths. “Drilling harder is not the answer, sir. It’s about finding the right examples to use, the right experiences to encourage a moment of revelation. It is not a list to be memorized or a table of facts that can be beaten into a student’s mind with a headmaster’s cane. These are things which must be practiced, and felt, experienced with one’s Skill. And there is no manual on how to make that happen.”

“Perhaps there should be. We might consider that at a later date.”

“That is utterly mad. Didn’t you just inform me the petition to ban female Wrights was already in circulation?”

“I realize that. But the wheels of change, even when fueled by outrage, do not move quickly. And we have mounted our own efforts to slow them further. I expect it will take no less than six months for a vote to be called by the Royal Court Guild in London, where the petition was filed. Then each additional Guild branch must consider the matter, which will take months at least.”

“So, you expect me to train apprentices to perform to some as-yet-undefined level in six months? It took me six years—”

“Don’t complicate this unnecessarily. They do not have to be Masters. If they can simply show solid apprenticeship Skills in all the Elements, that should be sufficient. I expect after your students demonstrate their Skills, attitudes will shift quickly.”

“Be that as it may, how exactly do you think my male students will show their Skill? It is not as though there is a venue for such things.”

“There is, in fact, a perfect venue for that. The Annual International Exhibition, while existing for the public at large, has a private exhibition space devoted to the Wrights, both locally and internationally. And there is a specific presentation dedicated to apprentices, giving them an opportunity to show off their Skills. Gives them a moment to feel like part of the community and have their hard work recognized. That will do nicely for our purposes.”

“Demonstrate their Skills? I imagine by that you mean exhibiting work by apprentices of different levels? We might come up with projects that reveal the use of all the Elements—”

“That would be the traditional approach to such things.”

She sucked in a sharp breath. “And you have something else in mind?”

“It is essential that we make it clear how your apprentices differ from the standard to show what you are bringing to the Guild’s table.”

“You intend to put my apprentices on display like some counting horse or learned pig on the stage for gawking Wrights to heckle and torment while they perform?”

“That is not the way I envision it going.”

“Well, that is how I see it, or have you forgotten the debacle that was my second Mastery project?”

He clutched his forehead, shaking his head. “I doubt anyone could forget that.”

“How can I ask apprentices with me less than six months to endure such treatment? I will not have it.”

“I have no intention of permitting—”

“You had no intention of allowing my Mastery testing to go as it did. And don’t you dare tell me it all worked out for the best and the greater benefit was served.”

“Well, it was. I’m afraid a public demonstration is the only way I can propose to convince detractors. I understand the gravity of what I am asking and would not insist upon it if there were any other option.”

“You are under the mistaken impression that it is an option when it is not.”

“I am not offering you a choice, Master Fuller.”

“I refuse, full stop.”

Sir Wilbert’s jaw dropped nearly to the desktop. “Do you realize—”

“The power you have over me? I am entirely cognizant you could strip me of my rank, even my membership in the Guild, if you so choose. And yet I will not be moved. My father, my teaching Master, did not do right by me. I will not treat my apprentices with the same lack of consideration, and nothing you say or do will move me from my conviction.” Yes, the air around her was growing hotter, and it was tempting to set that piece of paper near him ablaze, but she would not. She was under better control than that, even if only hanging by a thread.

“I can’t decide whether to scold and threaten you further or to applaud the resolution of your stance.” He ran his tongue across his top teeth. “I will have to think more on this matter. I believe our conversation is done for now.” He waved a dismissal her way.

She hared out of his office as though the hounds were already at her heels. Oh, that man! Could he be more infuriating? Why did he continue to act like his impossible demands were mundane expectations?

She stormed down the corridor. Apprentices performing to an audience? Even creating a project for public display was questionable. Did he forget how little apprentices could do?

Young Earth Wrights first learned to manipulate material in different forms: crystals, metals, and stones of varying types. And their first efforts were rough and ugly, to be sure. Pressing and shaping, often misshaping the material, sometimes smoothing it. But nothing inherently interesting or impressive.

Water Wrights began by learning to carry Water in their hands, shaping it into a ball of sorts and walking it from one place to another. Then they learned how to move it and stop its movement, processes which were often difficult to see. Air Wrights did something similar, learning how to move and stop Air, but they also learned how to manipulate its density, rather than carry it.

Fire Wrights had the most arduous task. Once they grasped starting fires with different fuels, then they had to master pushing Fire into materials, and drawing it away from materials. Again, difficult to demonstrate in a project, and underwhelming if performed.

Did he even realize what he was asking of her, or was he grasping, like a drowning man, at anything which could offer some support for crumbling footing?

If that were the case, then did that mean he expected the ban to go through? Would all her efforts be for naught?
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Chapter 16


David groaned and reached for the now cold cup of tea amid the papers and books scattered on the Guild Library table—where he was not supposed to have tea, but at this point he no longer cared. He would not heat it, though, and risk bringing Fire into the library as well. That should be precaution enough against damaging the books. He read the letter from Cambridge Guild Secretary Ableson once more. McIntire had warned him that Ableson was none too happy about his niece up and disappearing, and even less pleased that she had taken a formal apprenticeship with Rebecca. What would that do to her reputation, to her ability to find a respectable husband? Soon she would get ideas, maybe seek Mastery herself. Then where would the family be?

Where indeed?

Despite his tendency toward the dramatic, Ableson asked some solid questions. What role would, could, female Wrights hold in society? By the old rules, almost none. They were not afforded the opportunities that men were to exercise Wright Skills. But by the new rules of society, the ones that seemed to be written and rewritten every day? The answer was much less certain.

It would not be long before women started serving on school boards. No, it had not happened yet, but anyone who studied such things could see it in the offing. And from there, it was a sure step to women being permitted to vote. The question was not if, but when. How much time did Wrights have in order to adjust to the new world coming?

Adapt or face extinction.

At some point, the world at large was going to find out about the Wrights. That, too, was inevitable. Then what? The days of persecution as witches were probably over, but that did not mean the Skill could be integrated into respectable society.

That particular question would be influenced by the concerns he was facing today.

Or, at least for the moment, trying to avoid facing.

Since Rebecca’s “grand refusal” as Sir Wilbert styled it—for which David was openly proud of her, which only made the Guild Master more annoyed—Sir Wilbert had set him upon an epic quest to search the histories of the Wrights, to understand the true nature of women Wrights and how the roles of apprentices and Masters had developed and changed through Wright history. A small, inconsequential task he should have finished by teatime yesterday.

David sneezed, disturbing a layer of dust on the books scattered before him. While Sir Wilbert was indeed a step up from Allbright, who did as little as possible, Sir Wilbert was the opposite, thinking nothing of demanding the impossible from his people.

Some days, it was bearable, even inspiring. But today, the impossible proved demoralizing.

He pushed up from the table and dusted his hands on his trousers leg. There had been a time in his life when days invested in the library soothed his soul; left him feeling empowered, not sneezy and bleary-eyed; when the smell of old books filled him with excitement, not dread.

Maybe it would be better when he returned. For now, he needed to move. Three hours lodged in the cramped closet of the Brighton Guild Library, studying how the Wrights had formed their Guild structure after that of the Worshipful Company of Goldsmiths seemed important, but left him no closer to solving his conundrum. Moving about often shook ideas into place. Hopefully, that would be the case this time.

He’d promised to call in on Rebecca’s apprentices days ago, but had been too entrenched in his research to do so. But today, it was an excellent excuse to permit himself to get out and about.

The day was bright and brisk and sharp, with the wind that cut through one’s coat, laughing at the ease with which it stole one’s comfort away. At least it was not raining, as well. That was always something to be thankful for.

He walked past the new glass window and the front door of Fuller’s Fix-All. The sign read “Closed for Repairs.” It should not still make him sad that it was so, but it did. It helped that Balthazar sat in the window, watching passersby, reminding them that the shop was not abandoned. The day it opened again would be a triumph for them all. Many of her neighbors eagerly awaited that day.

He knocked on the back door. Rebecca opened it almost as soon as he knocked. She must have heard him approach. What a warm and welcome feeling welled in his chest.

“Good afternoon, Rebecca.” He removed his hat as he stepped in, out of the wind.

“I am glad to see you.” Though she did not say it, the weary look on her face admonished him for keeping away so long.

“It is a relief to be out of the musty Guild Library. You are far better company, to be sure.” He slipped his coat off his shoulders.

“I am glad to hear that. I hope you still feel that way when you are ready to leave.” She pushed several stray hairs out of her face, revealing worn lines beside her eyes.

“Are the apprentices struggling again?”

“That would be one way of putting it. While Mr. Brandt has ceased his outright rebellion, he is far from happy. Reduced from their prior rank and forbidden to use the Skills they are most comfortable and practiced in, the journeymen are finding it more difficult than they expected. The girls, with no such burden to their pride, are progressing much more easily, but that only disheartens the men more. My entire training room feels like a pile of dry tinder waiting for a single spark. And with Fire Wrights about, one is only a moment away from a flame.”

“Is it as you described your own training?”

“Slow, frustrating and in fits and starts? Absolutely. To make matters more complicated, the journeymen are at a disadvantage because they expected their prior experience to render this training faster and easier than their initial apprenticeship.”

A powder keg for sure. David ran his knuckles under his chin. “Would you allow me to pull them from your workshop for a pint and a chat?”

“That would be a relief. There is so much manly outrage in the room right now, I think a single ill-timed remark could explode tempers.”

“Manly outrage, indeed. That I can speak to as well. I remember the first day I discovered how adept you were. It was not a comfortable one, to be sure.”

She placed her hands on his shoulders. “But you proved your character then, and I am grateful for it.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek.

“My day has already improved significantly.” He grinned like a fool. Best get that under control before he met the journeymen.

The men were quick to take him up on the offer and followed him like ducklings across the mews to the back room of the Bird’s Nest. Inside the narrow room, with white walls, lit by a single window facing the mews, the table and chairs, enough to fit Rebecca and her apprentices, plus two more, were all either wobbly or uneven, courtesy of Birdy’s regular pub patrons. The rickety furniture had been moved to the back room to await repairs—once the apprentices were up to the task.

The wall next to the window did not quite meet the ceiling, leaving it open to the scullery beside it. One could smell the hints of dirty dishes and washing-up basins if one knew to look for them. David closed his eyes and listened for scullery sounds, recalling an interesting conversation he had overheard while in that scullery himself. Yes, there, the faint swish of water in a pot. Interesting, he could feel the stir of the Elements as well. He hadn’t noticed that at the Bird’s Nest before—probably testament to the journeymen’s agitation.

Birdy brought in the pints and leaned down to David. “Going to pull the girl from the scullery to scrub the kitchen floor. You’ll have all the privacy I can give.” She understood trade secrets, if not the details of secrets he and Rebecca kept.

He saluted her with his pint. “Have you been enjoying the offerings from Birdy’s kitchen?”

“Been the best thing about this gig. Ain’t never served a Master who was liberal with the tucker, even understanding the need for it.” Brandt set his pint down with a clank.

“The woman has a gift in the kitchen—her pastry is magical. She ought to be declared a Master herself and take on apprentices.” Dwyer raised his pint toward the door she had left through. “Still waiting to see those extra jobs we are to take on to help pay for it, though. It ain’t like we are useless sots. Makes me wonder why we haven’t been put to work yet.”

“You well know why that is. Master Fuller says that it will interfere with the new Skills we are learning. Once we are better with what she’s teaching us, then we can be set to work.” Dwyer’s voice pitched a little higher, mimicking Rebecca’s intonation.

“Easy for you to say. Seems you have a knack for picking up new things. Me, I’m tired of it. What’s wrong with sticking with what you know? It got me far enough along under the old Master, should get me through ’ere.” Fenn scratched the back of his head with both hands.

“Learning the other Elements can be difficult. I certainly found it challenging,” David said over the rim of his tankard.

“I thought it would be like learning silver instead of gold, you know?” Dwyer said. “I got goldsmiths in me family. They would sometimes talk of the differences between working the two metals. How they were the same, only different. That’s what they said about them. But this surely ain’t that.”

“It can be discouraging to discover something is far more difficult than you expected, especially after you have become accustomed to proficiency in another area.” David sipped his pint and watched their faces.

“It shouldn’t be so bloody demanding.” Brandt tapped the table with his fingertips. “I swear there’s a plan in place to make us feel incompetent. Do you have any idea what it is like to be in there with those girls? It’s humiliating.”

“What do you mean? They are acting as apprentices, too, no?” Yes, the statement was inflammatory, and yes, David meant it to be so.

“That’s what was said. Still, it ain’t right that they should be shoulder to shoulder with us. That ain’t how apprentices are trained.” Dwyer looked from Brandt to Fenn, gathering their agreement. “It’s the journeymen who supervise them, not stand alongside them. Losing journeyman status—it’s a cut, pure and simple.”

“I understand. Even though I earned my place as a barrister, practicing with my uncle, he still threw me out on my bloody arse when the spirit took him. There was no choice but to start over then, penniless and friendless, with no rank or status. Master McIntire took me under his wing as an apprentice, oldest one he’d ever tried to train. He set me on the path as a Wright, and insisted I had it in me to be a Full Wright. He arranged Masters to train me after I attained my Earth Mastery. It took a long time.”

“But surely, it must have been easier, going in as a Master, not kicked all the way down to first-level apprentice.” Brandt muttered the words into his tankard while the others grunted agreement.

“You might think so. But the Masters I trained with were not Full Wrights themselves and were less than comfortable with the path I was choosing. They had no idea how to help me find the Elements that were natural to them.”

“I ’eard that it was easiest to make a Full Wright outta a Fire Wright and hardest for an Earth Wright to achieve. Did you find that so?” Fenn asked.

“That is the prevailing wisdom. Fire is the hardest to learn to manage overall. Once it is mastered, many of the Skills to work with the other Elements are in place. Earth, though—we are a stubborn lot, aren’t we, Dwyer? And it is hard to bring ourselves to do something different.”

“I’ve heard that, too.” Dwyer lifted his pint toward David. “But Earth Wrights show their Skills earliest, no?”

“That we do. We like the solid weight of Earth, and the slippery, filmy stuff of the rest of the Elements doesn’t settle well, does it? Just likes to slip from our grasp, and the tighter we hold it, the more it slips away.”

“That’s the way of it!” Dwyer took a deep draw from his pint.

“How did you learn to find the other Elements?” Fenn leaned forward on his elbows.

“Stubbornness and dumb luck, for the most part. I would listen to the Master and journeymen talk about their work, how they talked about the Element. Sometimes that helped me to understand the Element’s nature, get a sense of how to find it. I kept trying things until I got hold of it. Once I did, Mastery came fairly quickly, but that initial acquaintance with the new Element, that was the biggest challenge.”

“That sure ain’t how Master Fuller does things,” Dwyer muttered.

“I am not surprised. She was trained very differently to most of us.” David bit back more explanation, watching for their reactions.

“She talks and talks and talks and tells us so many things—it’d make your head swim.” Brandt mimicked a talking mouth with his hand.

“She taught me a great deal, even though I was already a Full Wright at the time.”

“She taught you? You’re a Master Wright.” Brandt’s jaw dropped. “You learned from a woman?”

“Indeed, I have. She was the one who taught me how to manage stone better than I ever had before. I assisted her with a project—a marble repair that required extra hands to handle the weight—in exchange for her teaching me an advanced technique for working granite.”

“You asked for her help?” Brandt could not seem to grasp the concept.

“I’d have been a fool not to, once I understood her Skill. You are fortunate to have her to teach you.”

“But all the talk of the natural world and how the Elements are not Elements, but a single Element? It is just blither-blather.” More of Brandt’s talking hand. “When is she going to teach us something?”

“It is hard to learn when you do not have sufficient respect for your Master, isn’t it?” David flashed his eyebrows. “We are not accustomed to the notion of a woman in a Guild workshop, much less a Master—”

Dwyer shrugged. “There’s been women goldsmiths as long as there have been goldsmiths, you know. It ain’t such a new idea. It’s only the last generation of goldsmiths that are hell-bent on keeping them out. So it ain’t that strange to me. It’s all the talk-talk-talk. All talking and little doing. How can we understand if we don’t get our hands dirty?”

“While I appreciate your frustration with all the talk, I promise you, butting your head against an unfamiliar Element repeatedly is no less frustrating.”

“I’m not sure how much more of this I can take. I’m ready to walk out the door and beg Master Fergusson to take me back.” Brandt slouched in his seat.

“First, I’d say, understand that it’s the nature of the task, not the insufficiency of your Master. What you are trying to do now, mastering all the Elements at the same time, that is extraordinary. And extraordinary accomplishments are difficult. Expect it as part of the process, not a sign that there is something wrong.”

Brandt rolled his eyes, but Fenn nodded.

“Patience ain’t a thing we can do, and I think we, all of us, want something to do,” Dwyer said.

“Fair enough.” David steepled his fingers and tapped them on his chin. “When I first touched Water, the second Element I mastered, it was on a cold day, when I slipped and fell on a patch of ice. My hand hit the ice, hard and cold as stone, and I felt the Water, as though being in a familiar form made it available to me. So perhaps you could ask to work with new Elements in forms more like your most comfortable Element. Fenn, ice might render Earth more available to you, and Dwyer, the same might make Water more accessible to you. Brandt, smoke might offer a more tangible version of Air for you, or steam for Water.”

“Now that’s the first bit of sense I’ve heard in this whole scheme, yet.” Brandt sat up straight. “Why ain’t you teaching us instead?”

“I’ve wondered that, too.” Fenn scratched behind his ear.

“Because you are all far better served by my work in my role as Guild Secretary and barrister. In that role I can do things she cannot. But as a teacher, trust me, you have much more to learn from her than from me. I am still learning from her.”

“Seems strange to me, though. I don’t like it.” Brandt looked for support from the others.

“It ain’t that different from Elizabeth Godfry, Rebecca Emes, and Ann Bateman running their silver and gold shops, though,” Dwyer said. “I mean, it’s odd, yes, but not so unheard of in my parts. It’s all the talk that gets me. But what you said, that makes some sense, Master Enright. I’m gonna give that a go, and see if it don’t help me some.” He pushed up from the table. “I think I’m gonna try it now while it’s all fresh in me head. Thank you for the pint and the talk, sir.”

The others drained their pints and followed.

Those names … David pulled out his trusty notebook and scribbled those female goldsmiths’ names down. That might be exactly what he was looking for.
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Chapter 17


How strange that David had not been around for the last several days. As a rule, that meant he was overwhelmed with work at the Guild. And usually, that did not bode well. But it was hardly surprising, considering the magnitude of three journeymen filing complaints against their Masters.

Focus, that’s what she needed to do, focus, just as she was telling her apprentices. They would appreciate the irony.

The classroom was quiet for the moment, just she and Balthazar, who was pawing at the door, eager to trot over to visit Birdy, for whom he had caught several fat rats yesterday. She would have treats for him, no doubt, and he didn’t want to miss out. Not unlike the apprentices, who had lost no time in learning that Birdy would serve their breakfast promptly at seven. They had taken to arriving a few minutes before that. Nothing was worth missing her breakfasts.

Valuable lesson though it was, that was the only thing they seemed to have learned quickly.

She sat on the edge of a worktable and nibbled the savory sausage-filled end of a Bedfordshire clanger she had picked up from the Bird’s Nest an hour earlier, and with it the usual box of repairs, filled to overflowing. Rebecca had hoped that the apprentices would be ready to work on these simple repairs by now, but no.

She had been too optimistic.

Granted, Mr. Dwyer, trained as an Earth Wright, would have been able to manage the tasks credibly. But she hesitated to give him his head on the matter, as it would have him reverting to his old training, undoing everything she had been trying to teach.

No wonder Father had spent so much time so cross. Apparently, training apprentices was as hard on the Master as it was on the student.

She, too, was learning. Learning from her apprentices and comparing that to her experiences with her father. And maybe, just maybe, a few things were making a little more sense, sparking a few new ideas that, with a little luck, might nudge them all forward. That was all they needed, a little sense of success and competence. If only she could give them that …

Many footfalls in the mews—the apprentices must have finished their repast. Rebecca popped the final bit of her clanger in her mouth and chewed hurriedly. At least they were good-humored in the morning—Birdy’s meals put one in a solid frame of mind. And in all honesty, this was more than likely the first time in any of their lives when they had been encouraged to eat their fill, not criticized for their appetites. Breakfast reminded them of their newfound fortune, so it was a pleasant time of day.

Balthazar trotted out as the apprentices filed in and stood at their worktables, their smiles fading.

“I trust you have had a solid meal and are ready to start the day.” She took her place behind the frontmost table.

“I wonder what new humiliation awaits us today,” Fenn whispered to Brandt.

“It seems relevant to make this point now, Mr. Fenn. As a general rule, Wrights have exceptionally acute senses, and trained Full Wrights even more so. I heard your remark as clearly as if you were speaking directly to me.” She tried to keep her voice pleasant, but it did little to mitigate the horrified expressions across the room.

Fenn’s jaw dropped and his cheeks colored. He stammered something, but failed to form actual words.

“I understand you are all frustrated at the moment. But I would much rather have you come out and say it to my face than to mutter about it amongst yourselves. So go on, take a moment and express yourselves. Mr. Fenn, what do you find so humiliating?”

He grunted and made several false starts. “It’s been a long time since I haven’t been able to manage a simple training exercise. Who wouldn’t be tired of constant failure? We are journeymen nearing Mastery, or we were, and now we’re treated as the rawest of apprentices.”

How did one put this gently? “That is because that is what you are.”

“No, we’re not, and it’s about time that’s recognized.” At least Brandt spoke loudly and clearly.

“What do you want, Mr. Brandt?”

“To be given the opportunity to succeed.” He reached under his desk and slammed a jar of water and a metal bowl on the table. “This is not what success looks like.”

“Open the jar and move the Water to the bowl with your Skill.”

“I have none. I am a Fire Wright, not an infernal Water-wringer, no offense to Fenn there.”

“And I say you can do it.”

“This is daft, utterly daft. I won’t be humiliated by this farce any longer.” Mr. Brandt stomped out, the back door slamming shut a few moments later.

The other apprentices watched him slack-jawed, then turned to her, clearly wondering how she was going to respond.

Rebecca slicked back the stray hairs that had come loose from their knot. “It does not excuse his outburst, but I understand the tendency of those comfortable with Fire to be hotheaded. He will return once he sets fire to a few things.”

The apprentices chuckled.

“I appreciate your frustrations. I have experienced it myself. Early on, I was permitted some training in Fire, my ‘natural Element,’ but that was as a safety precaution so I did not burn down the house in a fit of pique.”

Emberly laughed into her hand, as though she had set a few temperamental fires herself.

“But after that, I was forbidden to work with Fire until I could reliably touch all the other Elements.”

“How does Water touch Fire? They are entirely different,” Mr. Fenn asked. “It makes no sense.”

“You could move Air, could you not?”

“Yes, but with little success.”

“But how were you able to do it?”

“Air and Water have similar properties, they move and flow—they feel similar, at least a little, in one’s hands.” Fenn stroked his thumb across his fingers as though remembering the sensation.

“Water and Earth have similar properties as well,” Brees said. “They have weight and substance, a heaviness about them that one can hold onto.”

“Excellent observation.” And really, it was. “Go on, tell me more.”

“Air and Fire are similar as well,” Emberly said softly. “They dance and breathe with little substance and all flow.”

“That is the way to think of it all.” Rebecca turned to her slate and wrote the names of the Elements at the four cardinal directions and drew lines connecting each to every other. “I have written Fire opposite Water and Air opposite Earth because these Elements are often considered to oppose one another. The adjacent Elements are similar to each other, and thus easier to connect to.”

“So then why are we not focusing on the adjacent Elements?” Dwyer braced his elbows on his table and laced his fingers.

“That is an excellent question, and the answer is not because I am trying to make things as difficult and frustrating as possible and show off how Skilled I am.” She briefly glanced at Fenn—she had heard him say that, and he ought to know she knew.

Fenn had the decency to glance away.

“I want to see you off to the best start possible. If you are to be trained directly as Full Wrights, then it is imperative that you do not begin with bad habits. Unfortunately, those of you who have had some training already come to me with a host of limiting practices.”

“What do you mean, bad habits? You make us sound like poorly trained horses. We all attained journeyman status and were close to Mastery. How does that make our style of work ineffective?” Dwyer’s brow furrowed.

“Because you have become comfortable and lazy by doing only what is easy for you. You have learned to avoid what is difficult and to look down on it, calling it unnatural and dismissing any need to deal with it.”

The men harrumphed, though they did not argue.

Rebecca sat on the edge of her table. “I want you to consider any occupation that involves heavy, manual labor. Bricklaying, for example. You all have seen bricklayers, yes?”

“What of them? Are you suggesting that mundane professions are at all related to wrighting?” Contempt swirled through Fenn’s voice.

“We would do well to learn what we can from any source of insight. Consider, how do apprentice bricklayers begin?”

“My brother tried that once.” Emberly stared at her hands and wrung her skirt. “He said it was awful hard work, toting bricks from here to there all day. He did nothing but move them bloody things about.”

Brees slapped her hand to her mouth and gasped at Emberly’s language.

“Colorfully put, but yes, you are correct in essentials. Their days are spent doing unskilled work that is dirty and difficult and seen as lowly. It is brutally hard and uncomfortable and their bodies ache at the end of the day. But, and this is the essential bit, they gain strength in the process, and that strength becomes essential to them as they train further. Beyond that, they gain an understanding of the feel of the bricks, the nature of the bricks, in a personal and visceral way. They come to know what will break, what has internal flaws, all of that by feel alone. And there is no other way to gain that knowledge.”

“What has that to do with us?” Brees shook her head, confused. As distanced as she was from manual labor, it was no surprise she couldn’t make the leap.

“That is what I am asking you to do now. To lift heavy weights, by reaching out to difficult Elements. To learn how they feel, how they move. And once you have that, then you will progress far more rapidly than you expect.”

“But how does one hold Air or Fire in a vessel and carry it about as you can do with Water or Earth?” Mr. Fenn asked.

“That is an excellent question.” She sat on the edge of her worktable. “It is a challenging puzzle to solve, especially when you believe they are dissimilar things.”

“Aren’t they? They are opposites. Doesn’t that mean they are unalike?” Poor Brees seemed ready to cry.

“One might think that the case, but I have been taught to regard them differently. Sit down. We are going to do a new focus exercise.”

Thankfully, they didn’t argue. She removed several large white handkerchiefs from her drawer and handed them out. “Now each of you, tie these as a blindfold. I do not want you tempted to look at the focus in your hands. Experience the Element with your Skill, not your ordinary senses.”

“This feels like a game of blind man’s bluff.” Brees giggled.

Dwyer laughed. “I’d rather play buffy-with-a-stick.”

“There will be no sticks today. I am going to come around and hand you an unfamiliar focus.” She opened another drawer and removed four unusual stones, placing a specific one in each apprentice’s hands. Emberly cradled a palm-sized piece of vaguely shiny black ore called pitchblende. Dwyer held a similarly sized chunk of pink granite. To Brees, she gave a feather-light, white, porous piece of zeolite, and for Mr. Fenn, a small sliver of shimmering opal. “So now, use all your senses and your Skill to experience the Earth before you. I want you to reach into that bit of Earth with your senses and look for what is familiar, for what feels natural to your Skill. Except for Mr. Dwyer.”

“And me?” Dwyer asked.

“Since you, sir, are most comfortable with Earth, I want you to reach into the stone in your hand and search for what is unfamiliar to you. Specifically, I want you to search for the Fire in that stone.”

“Fire, in this?”

“I assure you, you will find it. It does not hide well. Call out when you have found what I have asked you for.” She pressed her lips hard. Saying more, explaining more, would not help them. Either they could push themselves to the flexibility needed, or they would not. It was in their hands.

With intense expressions of concentration, the apprentices stroked the stones, weighed them in their hands, held them to their cheeks. Fenn even tasted his. They rolled the stones between their palms, pressed them, shook them, listening carefully. It might have been humorous if the situation were not so serious.

“Master Fuller?” A soft voice called from the door.

Brandt.

She beckoned him to her side.

“I … I lost my temper. I know I was out of line.”

“Yes, you were, but it’s what happens when the Fire in you gets called up. It does not excuse it, but I understand,” she whispered. “If you want to progress, you must learn to take control of yourself, not only for your own sake, but for that of everyone around you. An angry Fire Wright is dangerous enough, but a Fire Wright who can control all the Elements can be disastrous.”

“I understand, Master Fuller. I … I will dedicate myself to that. May I … may I try the exercise?”

“You may, but I will give you the most challenging exercise. Here, blindfold yourself, and I will place a stone in your hands. Find the Fire in that stone.”

He tied the handkerchief over his eyes and held out his hands. “Yes, Master Fuller.”

She placed a hunk of polished flint into his palm. “Press into it with your senses and allow it to speak to you.”

“Oh!” Brees cried from across the room. “I feel it! I feel it! This stone—it holds Air! It is sympathetic to Air, drawing it in and holding it to itself! I … I can feel it now, the stone and the Air!”

“Excellent. I want you to roll it in your hand until it softens, then work it into a ball. Become familiar with it, like a friend. Ask it its secrets and learn them.”

The look on the girl’s face—wonder and astonishment and awe. Exactly as it should be. Chills chased down Rebecca’s spine, reminding her of the first time she felt that fascination herself.

Rebecca walked around the room. “Don’t force it, Mr. Dwyer. Approach it like a girl at a public dance. Kindly, politely asking for an introduction.”

“’e’s never had much luck with that.” Fenn laughed under his breath.

“Perhaps this will turn the tide for him, then. And you, Mr. Fenn. You must be more assertive, not forceful, but approach with confidence that what you seek is there. Go on now.”

Fenn’s forehead creased and beads of sweat broke out. “Oy! It’s there as you said. There is Water in this stone. I don’t know how it got there, but they are … holding hands … and content to be together.”

“Sit down to tea with them, then, and learn about how they work together.”

Emberly said nothing, but stroked the pitchblende with two fingers. It gave way beneath her touch. “This stone loves Fire, it calls it from my touch and holds it. It welcomes me like a friend.” She held the stone to her cheek.

“Ow!” Dwyer yelped. “It bit me! The damn thing bit me!” He nearly dropped the granite.

“You have found the Fire in the stone. Excellent. Now, gently flatten it between your palms, slowly, carefully, see if you can discern what causes it to bite and how to negotiate with it.”

“It’s got a flamer’s temper, the bloody thing does.” Dwyer muttered at the stone, not at Rebecca, but his countenance had changed.

Yes! He understood the exercise!

“And you, Mr. Brandt, what about your sample?”

“It speaks softly, I think. But I feel its warmth on my skin. I don’t understand how, but the stone contains Fire within it and waits for it to be invited out.”

“Now that you have felt it, you can find that same Fire in many places. Take notice of bright yellow and green glass. The mineral used to color them contains Fire, and you will feel it in those articles as well.”

“I had no idea.” He pulled the blindfold off, revealing wonder and humility that he’d never worn in her presence. “Master Fuller, you were utterly and completely right.”

The other apprentices shucked their blindfolds, each one looking at her with heart-rending respect, even a little awe.

Rebecca’s eyes burned and the room lost focus. She swallowed hard and blinked, but to no avail. She removed her glasses and drew the back of her hand across her eyes.

“I think I have learnt more this morning than I ever did in the shop with Master Lawlor,” Dwyer said. “If this is what it means to be your apprentice, then it is worth starting over.”
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Chapter 18


The train ride to London reminded David of all the things that had been right about the trip to Cambridge with Rebecca, so everything annoying, inconvenient, and dissatisfying about this journey stood out like a shining beacon. It was not as if he hadn’t traveled before. He had, many times, so none of the usual aggravations of travel should have bothered him. But they did.

He settled into his seat in the first-class car—after having enjoyed the luxury with Rebecca, he now appreciated the material difference it made in the travel experience—and tucked his portfolio behind his feet. He might have put that in the luggage net overhead, but the papers within were too important to allow beyond his arm’s reach.

Other passengers, all well-dressed men who looked like they had business to conduct in London, filed into the remaining seats. Thankfully, none tried to converse with him. He was in no mood for small talk. Not that he excelled at it, anyway.

Rebecca’s company would have made the journey far more bearable. But it would have been unwise. She had too much to accomplish with her students to break away, especially when he could not predict the amount of time his business would take. Perhaps even more significant, considering the problems he was addressing, anything he might uncover in his research would become suspect if Rebecca was thought to be involved.

How he hated the entire situation!

If only it were as easy as shaking some sense into a group of grumpy old men. But it was far, far more complicated than that. It wasn’t heretofore unknown facts he wanted people to accept, but to change established prejudices, ways of life, to convince them to enter this new, modern age—one in which Wrights could not survive carrying with them a medieval mindset.

Telling men they were medieval was not perceived as a compliment.

There was some hope, though. According to Sir Wilbert, the London branch of the Guild was more open-minded than many, and they were the thought leaders of the Wrights. If they did not side with the faction determined to cling to the old ways, the Wrights, as a whole, might move forward.

But his hope hinged on finding the evidence he needed to prove precedents for allowing female Wrights. The Wrights’ original charters were based on the Goldsmiths’ charter. At the time, four or five centuries ago, it seemed prestigious for the Wrights to pattern themselves after the workers in precious metals, as though it might help them be taken more seriously.

Mr. Dwyer had listed several female goldsmiths, workers in silver to be exact, who had been members of the Goldsmiths’ guild. It should be simple to find records of their membership in their London office. However, that would not be enough. He also needed to prove that female smiths were acceptable to the Goldsmiths at the time the Wrights’ charter had been drafted. Which would require considerable research at the Goldsmiths’ Hall. Which would require a special dispensation to gain access. Which would necessitate one of the Royal Court Wrights’ Guild officers to petition for access on his behalf.

Getting that permission alone could take weeks. Weeks he would prefer to spend in Brighton, with Rebecca, supporting her efforts there.

Blast and bother it all!

When the loud, smoky train came to a halt in London, David’s senses had been scoured threadbare and his patience worn even thinner. Sunshine and fresh air would have done him a world of good, but in London, at this time of year, both were in short supply. Fog, smoke, and looming rain greeted him the way Uncle Cresswell would have, leaving him ready to return to Brighton as soon as he stepped off the train.

No better way to motivate him to dig in and get his job done, though. But it was late, and the best he could hope for today was to locate an inn or boardinghouse, some dinner—preferably edible, but he would take what he could find—and get some sleep to start fresh in the morning.

A modest inn, two streets from the Wrights’ Guild office, had a room for him, and even better, a hot meal—nothing to Birdy’s cooking, or even what was to be had at Mrs. Gaskill’s, but it was food. Though he did not sleep well, it was enough that he could face the morning with the level of dogged determination he would need to get by.

Portfolio in hand, David strode to the Royal Court Guild Office, a modest four-story white brick building on the outside, opulent and befitting the most prestigious guild branch within. Marble covered floors, accented by brass and ormolu, stretched out before him. Mahogany tables and chairs stood, waiting to impress those privileged by admittance. While David had frequented structures designed to imbue awe and grandeur often enough—courts were often built to such standards—he found them cold, sterile, and lacking in character.

The Guild Master, of course, was not available to meet with him, and the Secretary Early McFadden was in the midst of an important conference. But if David would be willing to wait, he might be seen after that. Or so he was told by the page at the door, who showed him to a pretentious hall chair where he might wait.

The Royal Court Guild Hall had been built for the Guild, unlike the basement levels of Hobson Ames’s house, which housed the Brighton Guild. So, the halls, with colored marble tiles that formed a precise geometric pattern and white-painted walls, were open and airy, with the potential for sunlight and fresh breezes blowing through. All of which would have been more enjoyable if the sun had been out and the air was fresh. But one had to appreciate what one could.

“Secretary Enright!” A short, stout man scuttled toward him. With his long beard and shaggy hair, he gave the impression of an agitated gnome missing his hat. His voice contained a hint of an Irish lilt. “Pray forgive our page’s rudeness. I had no idea you were here.”

“Pray forgive me, sir, but have we been introduced?” David stood, towering at least a foot and a half over the little man.

“I am Undersecretary Lewlen. Secretary McFadden is indeed engaged in a—an energetic—meeting right now and it is difficult to predict when he will next be available. Perhaps I might assist you? Pray, come to my office.”

Lewlen scurried down the hall, turned left, then right, and right once more to the end of a narrow hall. Something about the building gave David the sense of a structure that had been refitted multiple times to serve whatever the current need. Maybe it was an undercurrent carried in the building materials themselves, complaining at the changes demanded of them. Stone was apt to do that.

“Please, sit down and be comfortable.” Lewlen gestured to a chair in his perfectly square office. Exactly five large tiles wide and long; each duck-egg-blue wall was perfectly plumb. The door was centered on one wall, perfectly balanced by two windows opposite. The desk was centered perfectly on the right-hand wall, and two leather chairs placed symmetrically opposite it.

It was the sort of space in which David could feel comfortable: tidy, orderly, with a sense of purpose and control. Even if the perfect balance and symmetry were stifling.

“We did not get advance notice of your visit—was that intentional?” Lewlen’s unkempt brows drew together, almost touching.

“That is an unusual question. Pray, forgive me for asking, but why would you consider it?” David balanced his portfolio on his lap.

“Many unusual things have been afoot, shall we say. First the audit and then a large number of issues stemming from the happenings in Brighton. Should I infer that your presence here, now, has something to do with the unrest there, or are you here about the audit?” Why did Lewlen need to know?

“I am here to do some research related to the Brighton matters. There are many legal questions that must be settled in order to inform the Guild’s direction regarding these concerns.” He might also need to make some discreet inquiries about the audit, though, as well.

“I see.” Lewlen’s dark, vaguely squinty eyes narrowed into something very squinty indeed. “And which position do you advocate?”

“The one consistent with the Guild rules and charter.”

“And what do you suppose that might be?”

“To what end are these questions? It sounds like I am being interviewed to determine if I hold correct opinions.” What was this man about? What suspicions was David under?

“That seems a pertinent detail to understand.”

“I am trying to uncover what the rule of governance is here. That is all. Whatever it is, I have sworn to uphold that.”

“You espouse high ideals, Master Enright.”

“It is my role as Barrister and Secretary of the Brighton Guild to do so. That is why I was put into office.” David tugged his lapels straight.

“Are you aware with whom Secretary McFadden is meeting?”

“I have no idea.”

“But I think you are familiar with them, seeing how they are connected with the Brighton Guild.” Lewlen folded his arms across his chest.

No! “Masters Lawlor, Fergusson, and Mitchell?”

“Since it is a matter of open records, I can confirm your assumption.”

“I am not surprised. They presented their complaint to the Brighton Guild and did not receive satisfaction. They expressed their intention to raise the matter to the Royal Court Guild. The direction the Royal Court Guild takes will inform the rest of the branches.”

“Then you would be familiar with their complaint and desired resolution?”

David was about to say “intimately” but that implied something he did not intend. “I am well acquainted with their arguments.”

Lewlen nodded, leaning back in his seat. “And you believe you have a legal theory to support a differing opinion?”

“I do, but I need evidence to back up my argument. And no, I am not ready to reveal any further details about it.”

“Don’t want them to dismantle your argument before you get to present it, eh?”

“I am not about keeping secrets. If I find support, I will reveal it, as well as where the information came from. I merely wish to work on constructing my case in peace.” Which he would not get to do as long as he was trapped in this inane interview.

“You are familiar with those three old men, then.” Lewlen clucked his tongue—perhaps he did not approve of them. Some consolation in that. “There is nothing about them that promotes peace. Not that the Queen’s interest in Brighton’s new Master Full Wright does either. ”

“How does the Royal Court Guild see the matter?”

“I think opinions are divided, particularly since the Queen’s involvement. Given how adamant her stance that there are distinct male and female spheres, it’s surprising that she would support the entry of females into such an unconventional, public role. Master Wrights are not by their definition supportive and nurturing creatures, as women ought to be, are they? Remember, the Queen does not support women as doctors of medicine, does she? They are medical Masters, as it were. The analogy is a good one.” Did Lewlen believe that himself, or was he repeating the rhetoric he’d heard?

“Perhaps, but I find it flawed. Consider that her objection is over the loss of privacy to which unmarried women may be subjected. That is hardly the case with Wrights. We work with Elements, not human flesh. And the Queen supported the Victoria Press, founded by a woman and run to train women in the printing trade. That seems a much more apt analogy, don’t you think?”

“That is a solid argument, to be sure. As I am certain you are aware, those Brighton Masters are trying to push for an audience with the Queen in order to push their agenda with her.”

“And that is why they are with Secretary McFadden right now?”

Lewlen pressed a hand to his chest and shook his head. “I did not say such a thing.”

“If that were to be the case, hypothetically, what is the process by which individual Wrights might petition to be seen by the Crown?”

“That is an excellent question, to which I do not yet have an answer. But I expect I will be called upon to help work that out soon enough.”

“I would like to offer my services as a barrister, versed in reading the law, to help discover that information.” Which would not take long at all, since David already knew the answer.

“You have a vested interest, though?”

“No. As a Master Wright, I enjoy the same benefits of law as they do. So, whatever benefit they receive, I receive. Whatever they lack affects me in the same way. So, I have no motivation to skew my findings.”

“That is true. You would not be looking into their rights, but researching your own. And I imagine, it would be useful to you to understand whether you could make such a petition yourself. So, then, yes, I will take you up on that offer and grant you admission to our archives for that purpose.” Lewlen had the relieved look of a man passing off an undesirable duty.

“I would ask for one small favor, to ensure that I am thorough. Have we any contacts in the Goldsmiths’ guild? Some of the research I came here for extends into the origins of our charter. That might require information found in their archives. Might you be able to arrange for me to access the archives of the Goldsmiths’ guild?”

“Whatever for? What have they to do with us?”

“Our original charters and bylaws were based on those of the goldsmiths. Understanding their charters can help us more accurately understand our own.”

Lewlen tapped his fingers along his shaggy jaw, thinking. “I know a Master Earth Wright who is also a master goldsmith. He may help us. I’ll show you to our archives, and arrange for a meeting with our gold Wright.”

David followed Lewlen deep into the chilly basement archives. Lazy sot should have known the answer to the question of petitioning the Crown. One did not need to be a barrister to know that the Crown did not meddle in such petty trivialities as guild rules. The Court of Equity would handle those matters.

What would be interesting was determining how to present a case to the court without revealing the secret nature of the Wrights’ Guild. But in the hundreds of years of the Guild’s existence, it had to have been done before. And if it was, David would find the records of it.
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Chapter 19


Afortnight later, well after sundown, an ample meal at Birdy’s, and an additional several hours in the workshop doing repairs for Birdy, Rebecca bid Brees and Emberly goodnight. Balthazar curled into a ball at the foot of Emberly’s bed to watch over them—how fond he had become of the girls! That settled, Rebecca locked herself in her room.

At last, the apprentices were making some slow, if unsteady, progress. While there were still frustrations, their crushing despair had shifted into a dogged determination that kept them returning for additional practice sessions in the classroom. Not a workshop filled with mirth and laughter, to be sure—the shrieking cuckoo clock, which startled them every hour, ensured that—but so improved it might well have been.

A new warmth filled the training room. Amazing what camaraderie, shared purpose, and—dare she say it?—respect did in a disparate group, one such as had never worked together before in the Guild. And to think, she, heretofore isolated and ignored, was now at the heart of it all.

Blast and botheration. Her eyes were burning and her throat tightening again. She dabbed her eyes with her sleeve.

Their long hours meant she had little time to herself. Time she might devote herself to the letter bearing David’s handwriting. She drew the curtains in her snug chamber, grateful for the cream wallpaper with blue floral stripes that helped reflect the warm glow of the gaslight mounted on the wall near her bed. She pulled the old, blue velvet-upholstered chair, which had once been in the hall, under the lamp, and settled herself down to read the letter that smelled faintly of him.

Her heart throbbed against her ribs and blood roared in her ears. She had not wanted the apprentices aware that David’s letter had come, much less to know what it contained. Not that she expected David to write anything untoward. He was not a romantical man. Though some might find it disappointing, after all she had been through with Dick Mallory, she had not the wherewithal to trust such words spoken in person, much less those carried on paper. Yes, it might have been nice, sometimes. As Birdy was wont to say, what woman did not want to be complimented and called sweet things with promises of love and fidelity? But there was more to be said for the evidence of those promises being kept. And in those demonstrations, David excelled.

He was in London making good on his duty to the Guild and the promises to do whatever he could to protect both Rebecca’s status as a Master Full Wright and that of her apprentices, the first apprentice Full Wrights in the history of the Guild. That was a huge promise, and there was no telling if he would succeed. But she had no doubt he would pull out all stops in his efforts. And that should be enough.

It really should.

But her racing heart wondered if it would be.

Rebecca opened the seal and pressed her letter to her bosom. What if he failed? What would happen to her, to them?

Knowing him, he would want to continue as if nothing had happened. And indeed, it would be lovely if they could do so. But was it reasonable?

If the worst happened, and she was stripped of her Mastery status, would she be able to tolerate his company? Not that he would knowingly do anything to make her uncomfortable. But the awareness that he was not only free, but encouraged, to work his Skill as he would, enjoy gainful employment from it, while she was denied that same advantage, would grate at every fiber of her being.

And she couldn’t trust she would be big enough not to take that out on him.

There was the truth of it all. She didn’t like it, but it was true.

Consarn it all! Her temper was not so well-governed that she wouldn’t take out her anger and resentment on him, making them as bitter and angry a couple as her parents had been. There was a thought—had that been the reason for the animosity between them?

Hmmm. She had always believed the story that her mother’s flame-tamer temper had been to blame for their troubles. But maybe it was more complex. And that could have been another reason Father tried to shunt her off to Dick Mallory, a mundane man, with no Skill for her to be jealous of.

Well, wasn’t that a fine basket of cats? It certainly cast a different light on things from her past. But it was of no help today.

She didn’t want to give David up. Not now. Not ever. He was an opinionated, well-informed, stubborn, diligent man who could withstand her fiery strength without faltering. The first one she had met who could do so. And their Skills complemented each other in a way she had never imagined possible. He made her a better Wright, and did so with great pride. How could she walk away from that?

But if she cared for him as much as all that, how could she subject him to a marriage like her parents’? No one deserved that.

But perhaps she was becoming maudlin for nothing. Even if the Guild did not rule in her favor, that did not mean the worst would happen. She might only be forbidden to teach. That would be a crushing blow, but not a fatal one.

In the last month, her apprentices had changed her life in ways she had never expected. They taught her as much as she had taught them. As frustrating as it was, as they were, she reveled in the challenges they presented and would hate—no, that was not too strong a word for it—she would hate for that to end. But as long as she was not denied the right to practice as a Wright, she could make do and remain alongside David.

It would be difficult, but possible. Focus on that for now.

She unfolded the letter bearing David’s neat, regular handwriting. Funny how his hand looked like him. It even felt like him, with faint traces of his Skill left behind in the loops and lines of ink on the page. She would have to ask him if he could feel her Skill in her letters as well.

My dear R,

I write to you bleary-eyed and covered with library dust. I have been down in bellies of London that few remember exist. I have talked to archivists and librarians who have forgotten more than you or I shall ever know. A most memorable and enlightening experience.

At some other time, I will tell you of the fascinating and unrelated tidbits I have learnt in the process. I try not to look at them as failed research attempts so much as new fodder to help me shore up my end of polite conversation. Years and years’ worth of conversation, in fact. For that, I should be grateful, yes?

At some point, the exhaustion will wear off, and I will find that sort of gratitude. In the meantime, I can tell you for what I am grateful.

I have found sufficient documentation to prove the origins of our charters and bylaws and the intentions of the original writers in drafting them. That is the support I needed to advance my legal theory. Better still, I have found documented evidence of the specific performance I intend to apply to the court for. This by no means guarantees us anything. The arguments will need to be carefully constructed and presented, but I have better hope now than I had before. While I will not breathe easily until all is settled in our favor, my heart is less encumbered tonight as I lay my head to rest, thinking of you.

She swallowed hard and pressed the letter to her heart. He would not share hope with her if he didn’t believe that a positive outcome was possible. And if he, a cynic at heart, had hope, then perhaps she would as well.

The next morning, she joined Dwyer and Brandt as they retrieved a basket of breakfast and a box of repairs from Birdy, lingering in Birdy’s warm, fragrant, if chaotic, kitchen after they left. Balthazar followed, rewarded by an overflowing trencher to encourage him to remain and decrease the rat population.

“You have da look o’ a woman pinin’ for her man.” Birdy handed Rebecca a steaming cup of coffee and pulled a pair of stools out from under her filled-to-overflowing-with-good-and-tasty-things worktable.

“Don’t say such things about me! I am hardly in that state.” Rebecca wrapped her hands around the mug, savoring the heat. “I just miss him.”

“Well, maybe not, but it was enough to get you to admit your true feelings. Sit, sit, you can leave your apprentices to feed themselves, I can’t imagine anyone is going to go hungry without you watching over them. You need some grown-up conversation, too, sometimes. Havin’ all dem chicks about can be nice, but sometimes da hen needs a moment to breathe.” Birdy dropped onto the nearest stool like a broody hen.

“Do you have children, Birdy?”

“Three, all growed up, dontcha know. Two boys and a girl. One’s a sailor, he comes by when his ship’s in port. The other two have families all dere own. I see ’em when I can.”

“You look proud of them.”

“I am, all things considered. Only one o’ dere fathers was worth much as a man, I’m afraid. But we made do, and, I’m happy to say, they took after me and not dere sires.”

“If you’ve had such poor luck with men, and having known Dick Mallory yourself, I wonder you should be so interested in my connection to Mr. Enright.”

“He’s David to you, and don’t pretend otherwise. And I’m interested ’cause you ain’t the type of woman to be easy to settle down with. You well know. You’re difficult and opinionated, and have got a temper that can burn down a house.”

Balthazar looked up from his meal and meowed. Was he adding his commentary to the matter?

Something about the way Birdy said that … but now was not the time for such a conversation. “None of that is a new revelation.”

“No, but what is, is that ’e’s da sort of man who’s certain enough of himself to stand up with that. Dere ain’t many like that, you know. For all that he can be dull, and drab, and might even seem unfeeling at times, I can tell you from experience, he’s the kind who’s going to stay and be useful when he does. Don’t be getting all stubborn now and taking it in your head that you need all those foolish romantical gestures, you ’ear me? Or I swear I’ll treat you like one o’ mine and show you what for.”

Considering the look on Birdy’s face, it wouldn’t be wise to question her resolve to do just that. “I promise, I won’t be foolish.”

“I’m holdin’ you ta that, you ’ear? Best let you get onto them upstarts o’ yours. They’ve already been talking about what dey want to do to refit me kitchen.”

“I promise you, I won’t let them touch—”

“They’ve laid out what dey want to do with me stove and me oven, even the scullery. Lordy, they’re proposing things I been wanting but couldn’t see how to pay for. You’ve got some sharp chicks under your wings. I’d be happy to let them do their thing ’round here.”

The way she said “their thing”— “Birdy …”

She touched the side of Rebecca’s coffee cup and closed her eyes for a moment. Balthazar sidled up to Birdy and wove around her legs, purring so hard Rebecca felt it.

Great merciful heavens! Was that … yes, it was!

A trickle of unfamiliar Skill—raw, untutored, even, dare she say, wild?—pressed into the cup. “Now you know, and I know. But we deal with that later. Seems there be too many other big things right now to manage. Just be content that I understand what it means to let your brood after me kitchen, and that I’m satisfied they can do the job full and proper. Best you be getting back to them though, you never know what they might get up to left to their own too long.”

Rebecca meandered through the mews, taking the longest way back to her own workshop. Birdy had Skill, and no connection to the local Guild. How had she learned? How long had she known about Rebecca’s true nature? And what was Rebecca to do with that truth now?

She staggered into the classroom, mind buzzing with the new revelation.

“We’ve finished up breakfast.” Mr. Fenn handed her a well-laden plate. “Saved you a bit, though, Master Fuller.”

“Thank you.” She took the plate. Her fingertips tingled. Was it possible she felt Birdy’s Skill in the food? Or maybe her imagination was out of control. “Birdy told me about plans you were making for her kitchen.”

“That was my fault, I think.” Dwyer ambled up, hands in his pockets, a sheepish look on his face. “But it’s hard not to want to do everything you can for a woman that feeds us like she does, you know. I’ve done smithing work and know about stoves and hobs. Fenn and Miss Ableson, they helped me make sense of the air flow, and Brandt and Miss Wood know fires, so it all came together. Do you want to see the plans?”

“Of course I do.” She sat at her worktable. “Bring them here, pull up your stools, and let us review them.”

Dwyer spread a large sketch on the table as the others gathered around. “I’m sorry to say, we all kept to our specialties, more or less. I know you’ve told us we need to be working all the Elements together. But none of us has the Skills for that, not yet. I hope we haven’t overstepped ourselves. This is beyond apprentice work.”

She held up a hand to silence him as she studied the plans. She rarely put plan to paper, but with several of them working together, it was a necessary step. “This bit here,” she pointed at a spot. “The airflow will get restricted there, and needs to be reworked. The metal here is the wrong thickness and will not produce an even heat that way. There are still going to be hot spots and cold spots in the oven the way you’ve sketched it. You need to redesign it for that.”

“You will show us how?” Brandt peered at the points she had indicated.

“Not yet. I am convinced you have enough Skills among all of you to work out how to make the necessary improvements. Don’t stand around, get to it. All of you.” She stood and backed away from the table.

“But you said you had plans for us today.” Emberly blinked up at her, something halfway between wonder and confusion in her eyes.

“I did, and I do. Those can and will wait, though, as you have found yourselves a worthwhile project that has far-reaching benefits for all of us. Those are precisely the projects that are going to draw the most out of you. Go to it, now. I’ll be sorting through the items I picked up yesterday for your practice exercises this afternoon.” She slipped away from her desk, and the apprentices closed in around their plans.

By Jove! They were teaching one another their native Elements. Not that they realized it, but they were. Who would ever have thought? Granted, their project was more advanced than they had Skill to accomplish, but they would get there, and all the faster because they had motivation to accomplish it all.

Who would have thought?
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Chapter 20


“You will never guess what I picked up!” Dwyer scooted past David as he stood in the doorway to the classroom at the back of Rebecca’s shop. Not even so much as a hello. Interesting.

David followed him inside.

“You did it? You found one?” Brandt jumped to his feet, leading the apprentices to crowd in close to Dwyer.

“I did indeed, it’s on the cart behind the mews. I’ll need you blokes to help me get it inside.” Fenn and Brandt followed Dwyer out. With a glance at one another, the girls followed. At least they all seemed in high spirits, which was more than David had expected to find.

“You’re back!” Rebecca rushed to David, hands extended. “Why didn’t you tell me you were arriving today?”

“I didn’t know myself. What is all this to-do about?” He gestured to the now empty classroom as he took her warm hands in his.

“Well, my clever apprentices settled on a new project.” How she beamed as she spoke.

Was this the same place he had left a few weeks ago? “Indeed? What have you assigned them?”

“Not me. They chose it themselves, bent on doing it whether or not I approved it. But I do approve, which is for the best. I wouldn’t want to argue with such a determined bunch.”

“Stop keeping me in suspense. Tell me everything about this gobsmacking transformation.”

“Come outside and see what will make up the project’s foundation.” Rebecca took his arm and guided him back out into the mews.

“My stars! That is a behemoth!” A rusted, lopsided iron range stood crooked on the bed of a horse cart.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Dwyer crowed, ogling the monster as though it were in perfect condition.

Balthazar trotted up, sniffed at it, then flicked his tail and sauntered away. Perhaps he thought it beneath his dignity. David shrugged and tried to smile.

“It’s seen better days, to be sure, but the bones are solid and will give us an excellent structure upon which to begin.” Dwyer’s grin was infectious.

“Dare I ask your intentions with it?” David turned to Rebecca—getting a straight answer out of that starry-eyed crew seemed unlikely.

“They promised Birdy a new installation for her kitchen. If she rearranges things a bit, and gets the chimney rebuilt to accommodate, she has space for a second, custom-built range. She claims a new range will make her life easier, and my apprentices’ bellies fuller, which explains the appeal of the project.”

“Forgive me for asking, but do they possess the expertise to accomplish such a thing?”

“I specialized in ironwork before I left Master Lawlor, had almost achieved Mastery in it. I have worked on such things before.” Dwyer parked his hands on hips, chin held proudly. “What I never understood was the working of Air and Fire and even Water, and how they can affect the workings of a range. With the others, I believe we can craft an extraordinary piece that will resolve many of Birdy’s complaints.”

“While that is an excellent idea, and I am all in favor of doing anything that can be done to assist her with her art, I am confused. I thought your intention was to teach them all the Elements simultaneously, not for each to be working in their natural Elements.” David scratched his head.

“That was my objection at first.” Rebecca glanced at Dwyer and Brandt, who were whispering over the range, drawing the others into the conversation. “But I watched them working together, and it seems, without realizing it, they were teaching one another how to work with their non-native Elements. Not that they won’t benefit from training from a Master, but they have floundered into learning by the Socratic method, and I can hardly fault them for it.”

“You will not be surprised to hear the Socratic method has not been used in training Wrights.”

She lifted her hands and shrugged. “Sir Wilbert gave me leave to do as I thought best. And, at least for now, this is what I think best—oh!” The three men lifted the range and lumbered toward the back door. “Have a care there! Don’t damage my walls or doors, otherwise you’ll have to repair them before I allow you to touch that iron beast!” She pulled David aside to make way for them. “Rearrange the classroom to accommodate the project as you need and start drawing plans for how you will proceed. I’ll be meeting with Master Enright in the parlor upstairs. Pray, do not cause an emergency that requires my assistance in the meantime … but I am there if necessary.”

The grunting apprentices chuckled as they inched their way to the classroom.

Once their path had cleared, Rebecca led David to the welcoming, deep green confines of the parlor.

Before they made it all the way to the couch, he pulled her close, relishing the tickle of her hair under his nose. “You have no idea how much I missed you” It even smelled right having her so close.

“That is uncomplimentary,” she murmured into his shoulder. “Perhaps I know exactly how much you’ve missed me. You are not the only one who has spent these weeks alone.”

“Fair, fair, you are correct. But, would it be wrong of me to hope you have been as miserable as I?”

“Has it been so bad?” She peeked up at him, glistening hazel eyes full of concern.

“I have not had a decent, or sufficient, meal since I’ve been away. I hope Birdy will be willing to supply us with dinner tonight. She’s spoiled me for anything else.”

“Ah, yes, about Birdy. Come sit with me.” She took his hand and led them to the worn green and floral couch.

“Oh, good heavens, that tone does not bode well. Pray tell me she is not planning to leave Brighton, or she has a price on her head, or some horrible disease—”

“No, nothing so—mundane.” She hesitated to meet his gaze.

“Mundane? You consider that mundane … oh! Rebecca, does that mean what I think it means?”

“I can’t say for certain. No clear words were spoken, to be sure. Only hints and suggestions we would need to talk about … later.”

“Is it possible that she … she is Skilled?”

“Well, it would explain the extraordinary way she has in the kitchen.”

“But what could be her native Element? Fire, Water …”

“She hasn’t been open with me,” Rebecca said. “But maybe she learned in unconventional ways, as I did, and is not limited to a single Element.”

“How would she have learned? What Master might have taught her?”

“I don’t know that much about her past. Could it be she was trained by a Wright unaware they were a Wright? Is such a thing even possible?”

“No idea. We must talk with her as soon as we can. It is still early in the day. Might she be available even now?” David peered through the window, toward the Bird’s Nest.

“This is that important?”

“Absolutely. I cannot explain how, not yet. I’m not sure I have words for it at the moment, but something in the back of my head is screaming this is incredibly important.”

“I’ll see if she is available right now.” Rebecca hurried out.

David paced the small parlor—perhaps he should go into the hall. Four steps across the room was not a satisfying distance. How was it possible? How did one even inquire about such a thing in such a way that if it were not the case, secrets were not revealed?

Granted, that could be the easier problem to deal with.

If Birdy was a Wright, great Scott, what could it mean? His heart thundered so loudly he couldn’t hear. If there were Wrights out in the “wild,” not rogues who refused connection to the Guild, but those who practiced their Skills, knowing nothing of the Guild, it could change everything about the Wrights and the Guild, even more than admitting women to the Guild. Where did one begin dealing with such a matter?

He forced a deep breath into his lungs. And another. And still another. It would begin, here and now, in this parlor, determining if it were true. And the best way to do that … surely, she had something near at hand. Knowing Rebecca, focus objects would be in every room of the house.

There, a candlestick, a polished marble darning egg, an oil-drip timer, and a set of miniature wind chimes dangling from a small stand, meant for a windowsill. That was where they would begin. He gathered the items and placed them on the small table near the couch.

Footsteps up the stairs. He recognized Rebecca’s. The others were heavy and deliberate. Had to be Birdy’s. As was the gentle aroma of all things warm and delicious that wafted in. He sat down on a brown leather chair beside the couch, but jumped to his feet as politeness required as they entered.

“Good day, Birdy.”

“So, you finally saw it clear to come back where you belong, now did you?” Birdy shuffled to the couch and sat down. “You took your sweet time, didn’t cha?”

“I assure you, I could not get back soon enough.”

“I’m not the one you need to convince.” Birdy winked at Rebecca. “Now, she drug me from me kitchen as you wanted to talk. But first, I’m sure you need to eat.” She passed him a bundle wrapped in a handkerchief.

“Some might call this preemptive bribery.” He unwrapped two still-warm meat-filled Cornish pasties and passed one to Rebecca. “You are a saint, you know? Absolutely a saint.”

“Young man, I appreciate the compliment, but I’d be worried about dodging heavenly lightning if I were the one saying it.” She chuckled. “If there’s one thing in life I ain’t, it’s that.”

David laughed with her as he sank his teeth into the delectable pastry crust. Was this an example of what a Wright might accomplish in the kitchen?

Birdy picked up the oil-drop hourglass and rolled it in her hands as he ate.

What? He stopped eating long enough to stare at the hourglass in her hands. The red oil inside trickled upwards, not down.

He choked until his eyes watered and Rebecca smacked him between the shoulder blades hard enough to dislodge the crumbs caught in his throat. He looked from Rebecca to the hourglass and back again.

“You ain’t imaginin’ it, dearie.” Birdy set the hourglass on the table and touched the candle’s wick. It flickered into a soft, polite little flame before she extinguished it with a pinch.

“Good heavens.” David fell back into his chair. “I don’t know what to say.”

“More or less what I expected, to be sure. But it is an accomplishment to leave a barrister speechless, isn’t it?” Birdy laughed again.

“That it is.” Rebecca returned to her perch next to Birdy. “So then, what you implied to me a few mornings ago, I did not misinterpret it?”

“Like calls to like, dearie.” Birdy shrugged. “Tell me you cannot recognize our kind with just a handshake.”

“I can indeed, but somehow, I did not recognize you.”

“That were because I didn’t want to be recognized, not yet. At the beginning, I didn’t know enough about you to be sure of you. After that, I’m guessing you got so comfortable with me, you didn’t realize what you were seeing, right in front of you.”

“I’m embarrassed that you’re right. But in my defense, I have been told all my life women such as us were more or less mythical and never thought to find another.”

“Mythical? Not the worst thing I been called. I like the notion.”

“How did you learn of your Skill? Who taught you to practice it?” David asked.

“Taught me?” Birdy belly-laughed. “Taught me? You think there was anyone taking notice of me to teach me? No, that didn’t happen. On my own, I learned there were things I could do. I first felt it when I was learning to do pastry, the way to make the butter work in with the flour. I thought it was a knack I had, to be honest. Never paid it much mind, while I were learning other things I could do in the kitchen with food. Do the sauces without them eggs curdling and the like.”

“Does anyone else know?” David leaned closer, elbows on knees.

“Besides you? None that I told.”

“Why did you decide to tell me?” Rebecca asked.

“I overheard the conversation you had with them apprentices, and that made me think I should. I’ve known about you for a long time, since the first repairs you done for me. I could feel you in those repairs. That’s why I never made much of you eating like a bricklayer and his mates.”

“I had no idea.” Rebecca whispered. “Do you know others like us?”

“I might, but they may not want to be known, and I respect that. From what I gather, it might be better to keep one’s head down and away from notice. I don’t want no to-do made about this. Just mean ta reassure you that you can let them apprentices work on me kitchen as you will. Don’t need to hide it all from me. Ain’t been this excited in years! The thought of having a custom range makes me giddy! Well, I’ll let you recover from your shock—I need to get back and get dinner started.” Birdy showed herself out.

They both watched the door long after she’d disappeared.

“Where do we begin?” David scrubbed his face with his hands.

“I feel so foolish for never having recognized her for what she was.”

“What exactly is she? Can she truly be called a Wright? I doubt she’d call herself that. She is Skilled with the Elements to be sure—anyone who has eaten from her kitchen would agree. But she is even more unconventional than you.”

“Does the Guild have to be made aware of her?”

“That is an excellent question.” David chewed his lower lip. “I am not sure. I’ll have to research that. I need to study the exact Guild laws to understand the situation. It would be foolish not to expect that there are those who are Skilled and have never come to the attention of the Guild. One of those things we’ve avoided looking at because it was too inconvenient.”

“Like the matter of female Wrights?”

“Rather like that. But on that issue, I have good news.” He moved to sit next to her and slipped his arm around her shoulder. Oh, that was so much better!

She nestled into his side. “Well, do tell, I am all in want of good news.”

“The Court of Chancery has agreed to hear our case. Although it took quite some time to develop a suitable fictional entity to present the case with.”

“Fictional entity? I do not understand.”

“We could hardly go to the court in the name of the Wrights’ Guild—we do not officially exist. So, we had to make up a convincing entity that would bring the complaint to the court. We settled on the Smiths of the Caldera Gold, declaring ourselves to be Goldsmiths who specialized in gold mined from the Tangkoko volcano caldera.”

“That is clever. I imagine it is no coincidence that it is the kind of thing which might stand out to another Wright barrister looking through those records, but not remarkable to anyone else. I’m impressed.”

“I am glad you approve. I’ve prepared an argument based on the fact that the Guild, our real Guild, based our rules off the Worshipful Company of Goldsmiths’ charter written in 1327. At that point, Goldsmiths made no remarks about barring women from their Guild. And, more importantly, I was able to find evidence of women registered as members of the guild near that time. That gives us strong precedent to say that women were never formally excluded from the ranks of our guild either. And if they were never excluded, it is on the other side to present a solid argument for why they should be so excluded now. That will be a much harder case to make.”

“I would have had no idea how to deal with such a matter. I don’t think I’ve appreciated your expertise enough.” Should her praise warm him as much as it did? Even if it shouldn’t, he enjoyed it.

“It is gratifying to hear you say that, considering how many times I’ve felt insignificant in the face of your Skills.”

“I never intended for you to feel that way. I am sorry.” Such a sad note in her voice.

“I wouldn’t have stayed had I ever thought it was intentional. As it was, I found it refreshing to be with someone who could challenge me in new ways. And you, my dear, do that in spades.”

“Do you still think it is a good thing?”

“I certainly do.” He cupped her cheek in his palm. “We haven’t been officially courting for long. But how much longer will you need to be certain there should be something more in our future?”

Her cheeks flushed a pretty shade of pink, and she drew a breath.

“Master Fuller, Master Fuller! You must come down and see!” That was Miss Woods, standing at the base of the stairs, calling up to them. Thoughtful of her to be so discreet.

“Yes, I will be there straight away.” Rebecca called, regret in her eyes.

“Don’t worry, I will ask you again soon.” He pressed his forehead to hers and helped her stand.
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Chapter 21


Don’t worry, I will ask you again soon.

The statement, and the question preceding it, chimed over and over in her thoughts, in her ears, carried on the breezes that swept in on the night’s darkness as she lay on her bed, staring into the dark. She reached up and swirled the Air. It was more than likely her overactive imagination, but it was as if she could make out the patterns in the Air overhead.

Overactive imagination indeed. And ever since David’s question, it had become even more so.

Had she been able to answer him then—what would she have told him? That she was ready to move beyond courtship to something more? Or that she was too occupied with her charges—and surprisingly satisfied in the effort—and needed nothing more in her life? Both could be true.

What did she need? Really, what did she need?

She was so accustomed to managing on her own, fighting to be her own Wright, and not to be squashed by the more powerful Wrights around her, it was difficult to conceive what she needed beyond winning her fight.

For now, it seemed she had won, with David and Sir Wilbert supporting her. They had shown her a side of the Guild she had never expected. It was tempting to believe they were only the exceptions to the rule, and it would still be foolish to trust they would not change their minds and become tyrants later. And that there might be others like them in the Guild? That was far too great a stretch to hold to.

She sat up and clutched her temples. Madness, simply madness. The room pressed in on her—space and air—she needed both. She slipped on an old dress and housecoat and padded downstairs and out the back door to sit on an old wood bench in the middle of the mews, surrounded by the moonlight and the evening’s chill. A full moon hung high in the sky, filtering through dancing, wispy clouds. She dragged in deep, crisp breaths.

Better, that was better. What was it about being outside that helped her clear her thoughts?

Balthazar, who must have climbed down the drainpipe beside the girls’ window, hopped up beside her and sidled close, rumbling. There was a good fellow, right when she needed a bit of steady company.

“Got a lot on your mind, dearie?” Birdy trundled toward her, wiping her hands on a towel.

“Am I so obvious?”

“To one who knows what she’s looking at.” Birdy sat down beside her, leaning her shoulder into Rebecca’s. “I’m sorry to have tinkered with the fabric of your world. I suppose that weren’t so helpful to ya. Maybe I shouldn’t have—”

“Not at all. You did the right thing. I’m glad to know I’m not alone in the world. And now I can be honest with you about so much more than I ever expected. That is a relief. I don’t like secrets.”

“No, you don’t, do you? I saw you struggling to keep yours for so long, but never found the right way or time to tell you. Until I overheard your young man talking to them apprentices ya took in.”

“My young man. That has such a strange sound to it. I never thought—”

“I can see why, dearie. Women like us, most o’ the male species ain’t cut out for us. They get wind of what we can do, and they can’t handle it. Yours is different though, dontcha know? I ain’t never met the man who can do what we do. But I can feel it in him when he walks in a room.”

Balthazar chirruped, as though to agree with Birdy.

“You haven’t met male Wrights? Having been told I am the rare one, and being surrounded with male Wrights, it is difficult to wrap my mind around such a shocking notion. But then again, I suppose since it’s in apprenticeships most Wrights are discovered, and those are the purview of men, it makes sense that those who have not been found would be the women.” Rebecca looked up into the stars.

“Be that as it may, even if there are hundreds out there who can touch the Elements, I’d bet my last shilling there aren’t many like him. He respects you. Really respects you, you know. That ain’t as common as it should be.”

“The man he works for keeps telling us we should marry. It is a little off-putting.”

“Because you don’t like being told what to do.” Birdy crossed her arms and nodded.

Rebecca opened her mouth, then shut it. None of the words ready to pour out seemed to counter Birdy’s point.

“You got a temper on you, missy, and everyone in Brighton knows it. And no, don’t go denying it. Won’t help your case. A temper isn’t necessarily bad. It kept you out of Dick Mallory’s clutches, which was the best thing possible. But that with the stubborn streak you got, as wide as the beach out there is long, well, that’s the sort of thing sure to make you cut off your nose to spite your face.”

Rebecca sighed. Hearing the plain truth hurt.

“And that’s why you’re out here. He must have said something ta make you get your back up. Something untoward, I ’spect, like ’e wanted to marry ya?”

“Close enough.”

“Ya know, I don’t much believe in the institution of marriage. It hasn’t served me well, I can tell ya. But there are those times, and those people, for whom it makes sense.”

“And you believe I, we, are that kind.”

“You ought to give it a good hard think before turning your back on the kinda man you may never meet again. And remember, the cat likes him, too, and there ain’t many you can say that about.” Birdy stood, dusting her hands. “Best get inside, no telling what my customers have gotten up to now.”

Rebecca flexed her shoulders. Birdy was right. Something about the whole situation nettled her. She didn’t like to be told what to do and didn’t like the possibility of getting into a situation which would invite it. And marriage invited that.

Well, there was the problem in a nutshell, wasn’t it? Not that it left her any closer to an answer, but knowing the problem was helpful.

She yawned so deep she nearly unhinged her jaw. Maybe now sleep would come.

The next several days found the apprentices discovering adding heat to the iron they worked made the metal far easier to shape. World-changing finding—who would ever have guessed?

But she kept that remark to herself, lest she discourage their thirst for discovery.

Funny, when Dwyer said that very thing, that blacksmiths had known the role of heating metal to shape it for centuries, it came as a gobsmacking moment of insight for the apprentices, and they seemed to regard themselves clever for figuring it out. If she had said something similar, they would have been discouraged and muttering to themselves for days.

This teaching business was a strange thing indeed, especially when it seemed to consist of getting out of the way, letting them make discoveries, and answering the odd question when it arose.

Very strange indeed.

A message in David’s hand arrived late in the morning, requesting her presence at the Guild office. That probably meant a meeting with Sir Wilbert, who had yet to pay a call upon her apprentices. Not that it was unusual per se, the Guild Master had little reason to visit any teaching Master and his apprentices. But since this was a different type of venture, it seemed a wee bit strange he had never checked in on them.

She donned her hat and her wrap and made the apprentices promise not to play with Fire until she returned. To say they were disappointed was an understatement, at least until Brees suggested it would be an excellent opportunity to work out the airflow issues on the new range. She was quite pleased, considering how she had complained that everyone was so enamored with Fire work right now and not one was paying attention to Air.

Rebecca smiled to herself, her eyes misty as she left. Yes, it was silly and sentimental, but how could she not be, watching the apprentices form the community she had always longed for? Certainly, her brother Joseph had never been a learning companion. If anything, he had jealously guarded any secrets he had with his dying breath.

No, now was not the time to dwell on him, or the accident. That would not happen on her watch. Not with Birdy keeping them all fed. Best set those thoughts aside and get to the Guild office before she became too distracted for whatever Sir Wilbert had for her.

As expected, Sir Wilbert and David were waiting for her in David’s office, wearing matching, drawn expressions.

“I’m not going to like this, am I?” she said, two steps inside the door.

David shook his head and held her chair for her near the desk, taking her hat and wrap. The tension flowed off him in waves.

Sir Wilbert tried to settle into the seat next to her, but only remained seated a few seconds before he jumped up to pace. When gregarious, easygoing Sir Wilbert paced, things were bad indeed.

“Dare I ask?” She laced her fingers in her lap. Her fingertips already tingled with heat, anticipating things she did not want to hear.

“Just trying to work out where to begin.” David stood behind his desk, hands clasped behind his back.

“Perhaps we can start with the idiocy that seems to prevail in this medieval organization,” Sir Wilbert all but spat.

Rebecca gritted her teeth and sat a little straighter. “Word from London, then?”

“I am afraid so.” David unfolded a letter on his desk and scanned it, perhaps hoping that the contents might have changed since he last reviewed it. “I have received a letter from the Chancery Court. In exceptionally flowery language, which I will not insult you by reading aloud, they have decided since no one has yet claimed injury by exclusion from the Guild, there is no cause to be tried by them. If that event were to happen, then that individual would have cause to bring the case to them after the exclusion had occurred.”

“What do you bet substantial bribes have gone into that decision?” Wilbert snorted and stomped like an angry bull ready to charge.

“What doesn’t work that way?” That was a terribly bitter statement coming from David. “It gets even worse. The court has also observed the Guild codes do not allow for appeal to an outside court. The Guild is free to dictate its own rules and membership. No one is entitled to a Guild membership.”

“Does that then mean if the Guild bans female Wrights, there is no recourse?” Rebecca asked.

“It certainly seems to be their implication.” David ran a hand through his already disheveled hair.

Sir Wilbert muttered something colorful under his breath.

“I had not expected the court to fail us so spectacularly.” David paced alongside Sir Wilbert. “But I’m sure there must be something we can use to establish our case.”

“Is there any word of how the Royal Court Guild frames the matter?” Rebecca asked.

“Most are guarding their opinions. I would hazard a guess, though, there are more with us than against us,” David said.

“But most of them are cowards to the bone and more concerned with their own positions and influence than what is best for the Guild and its future.” Sir Wilbert stopped at the far wall and leaned against it with both hands. Pray he had enough control of his temper not to misshape the stone there.

With so much movement around, Rebecca joined in the pacing. It only seemed right. “Is there any way to discover what the Guild at large is saying on the matter? The Royal Court Guild leads in determining Guild policies, or at least I think that is the case. But they cannot be the only voice.”

“Oh, that is a useful thought.” David stopped and hurried across the room to his bookshelves. He slid a heavy tome from the middle of the bottom shelf. Not surprisingly, there seemed to be no dust on the volume. Whether that was because of constant use or because David was fastidious was difficult to say. He dropped the book on the desk and flipped through. “Yes, there, that could be of some use. Master Fuller made an astute observation.”

“What have you found?” Sir Wilbert crowded in close, leaving Rebecca on the outside, unable to read what they referenced.

David looked up at her and beckoned her to his other side. She sidled around the desk to stand beside him, close enough their shoulders touched.

“Here is the relevant passage. In plain language, it says if there is a matter affecting the entire Guild, not merely a particular branch, then it must be determined by a conclave of Guild Masters. An individual branch, like the Royal Court Wrights’ Guild, cannot rule for the entire Guild. But that means it would come down to the wording of the current complaint … let me check that …” David skirted around Rebecca to pull desk drawers open and rifle through several portfolios there. “I obtained a copy of the petition whilst I was in London. Let me see.” He spread it out on top of the book and scanned it with his finger.

Rebecca looked over his arm, unable to read as fast as his finger moved. Could he read that quickly, or was he so familiar with the document he only needed to scan it?

“There!” He stabbed the paper with his finger. “That is what we need. The complaint demands a ban of women Wrights throughout the whole Guild, not from the Brighton or even the Royal Court branches, but a universal ban for the Guild at large. And that cannot be done apart from a meeting of all the branch Guild Masters.”

“Which, I imagine, you intend to call?” Rebecca asked.

“We have little choice.” Sir Wilbert stood straight and tugged at his jacket. “However, I will insist it be held in Brighton since that is the source of the complaint.”

“All the Guild Masters will come to Brighton?” Rebecca whispered.

“That sounds volatile, doesn’t it?” David said.

“Every one of them is a Master Wright, several of them Full Wrights. A room of angry, arguing Master Wrights sounds like a terrible thing to face. It could burn down the whole of Brighton,” Rebecca said through her hands.

“That seems a bit of an exaggeration,” Sir Wilbert said.

“I’m not so sure that it is.” David scratched his head. “But at this juncture, I’m not sure we have an option.”
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Chapter 22


While Sir Wilbert could be persistent and annoying, David rarely dreaded a summons to meet with him. Today, he did.

Although Sir Wilbert had not deigned to tell him the purpose of their meeting, word had leaked out yesterday that an important missive from the Royal Court Guild had arrived for the Brighton Guild Master. Had it been good news, Sir Wilbert would have appeared at David’s office shortly after it arrived. Instead, there was a summons, which meant it was not good news.

David straightened his jacket and cravat before knocking on Sir Wilbert’s closed door. One last opportunity to gather his thoughts before facing whatever new storm was brewing.

“Come in, Enright.”

David strode into the large, comfortable office. Since taking over as Guild Master, Sir Wilbert had added his own signature style to Allbright’s former space. A heavy mahogany desk dominated the right half of the room while a conversational cluster of six brown leather wing chairs gathered near the fireplace. Sir Wilbert preferred to conduct meetings near the fireplace.

Today he sat at the desk.

“I sent out the first letters this morning, informing those concerned of the upcoming invitations for the Guild Masters’ Conclave.” Sir Wilbert leaned back in his chair, lacing his hands behind his neck to stretch. “Have a seat.”

David settled into a wooden chair with a leather cushion near the desk. “Do you think a letter warning them that an invitation is coming was necessary?”

“Crucial.” Sir Wilbert straightened his posture, somehow emphasizing the lines around his eyes. “It would have been better if I could have arranged a personal visit to hand-deliver the invitations myself.”

“You’re joking.”

“No, I am not. With all due respect to your training and expertise, there are some things which you have to trust me to know. And this is one of them. The upper ranks of society run by a unique set of rules. It is as much about relationship building, quests for power, and force of personality as it is about the rule of law and correct understandings. There is little that can be done to change that. Beyond, of course, understanding the game and playing it well.”

“Do you consider yourself an advanced player in such games?”

“You realize such a question violates all the rules of that game, yes?” Sir Wilbert flashed his brows, a little of his usual good nature returning.

“I am aware of that.” David leaned back and steepled his hands before his chest.

Sir Wilbert clucked his tongue and shuffled several papers on the desktop. “I suppose it is best you understand the actual state of things before we consider the matters of the Conclave.”

“Actual state?” David gulped. “I do not like the implications of that statement.”

“No one does.” Sir Wilbert tapped the letter in front of him, penned in an unfamiliar hand. “I am sure the gossip reached you that an important message arrived from London yesterday. Though it was sealed with the Royal Court Guild seal, it also contained a message directly from the Crown.”

Cold prickles rose on the back of David’s neck. “The Queen herself?”

“Yes, you remember the letters I wrote to the Royal Court Guild and Baron Wareham on behalf of Master Fuller and the changes in plans for the school? Well, the one addressed to the Royal Court Guild found its way to Her Majesty.”

“Is that a good or a bad thing?”

“Mixed. I would call it mixed.” Sir Wilbert drummed his fingers on the edge of the letter. “On the one hand, having the direct notice of the Crown could be just what we want. However, direct notice often correlates to direct interference, and I do not like having my hand forced.”

“Forced is a strong word.”

“The Crown has been aware of the Wrights for quite some time, and occasionally taken interest, but until now, the attention has been easily redirected in such a way that the Crown has not interfered with our Guild. But with the rise of industry, of trade unions, of science, changes in education, and even the Married Women’s Property Act, the world is becoming unrecognizable. The recent question of female Wrights and of how to train future Wrights has given the Crown much to consider.” Sir Wilbert pressed his lips together hard and tapped his foot as though he did not want to continue. “I have been informed that the Crown is quite decided that we Wrights must either become part of this unstoppable modern world, or …”

“Or what?” David leaned closer to the desk.

“Well, that has been left vague, and I assume intentionally so. I would like to believe that the Crown would not be apt to revoke the Witchcraft Act and return to the days of the witch trials—”

“Do you mean to say that it is not out of the realm of possibility?”

“The words have not been spoken, but I would be a fool not to feel the threat.” Wilbert laced his fingers and rested his elbows on the desk. “If you think about it, really think about it, the dictate makes a great deal of sense. We have retained our secrecy largely because so many modern innovations did not exist. Innovations in communication, in travel, even in the capture and dissemination of information. Consider photography. Yes, it is primitive and limited now, but it will improve, and once that happens, it is only a matter of time before wright-work is captured in images, and then … who knows what will happen.”

David rubbed his thumb into his opposite palm. “Though I loathe to acknowledge it, our secrets can’t be kept much longer.” Especially considering what Birdy had shared, but it wasn’t time to reveal that.

“The Queen made the … adamant … suggestion that the best option is that the Wrights are carefully introduced to the public at large, in the most positive way possible. What that looks like has not yet been determined. But, leaving men like Allbright and his minions in charge will not bring about that outcome. Hence a careful transition to more forward-thinking leadership must be implemented first. A process that will begin with our upcoming Guild Master Conclave.”

“What do you mean by transition? Are we talking about an organized transfer of power? A coup? Something in between?” David dragged in a deep breath. Now was not the time to allow his speculations to run away with him.

“A measure closer to a formal transfer of power is in everyone’s best interest. The first step in that is to identify where each of the current Guild Masters stands regarding the issues before us. I have been instructed to use those opinions as the shibboleth, as it were, to separate the sheep from the goats.”

“That is a vivid image. The next step, I imagine, is that the goats will be culled from the herd?”

“Those details were not spelled out, but I believe it is safe to assume so. I am not under the impression that bloodshed and violence are in the current plans, though.”

“Which is not to say that they are out of the question, either.”

“That being said, it would be advantageous to force the Guild Masters to reveal their hands as quickly as possible.”

“That suggests forcing attention on the controversy, to inflame tempers rather than settle them.” David stood and paced. Why was it Wilbert always had him pacing these days? “I don’t like this at all. And neither will Master Fuller.”

“Of course, she won’t. I had no illusions that she would. Particularly since Royal Court Guild Master Foster has suggested that ‘a demonstration of Skill by the new apprentices’ might be an ideal way to polarize an audience to show their true opinions.”

“‘Suggested’? ‘Might be’?”

“We both know what those words mean.” Sir Wilbert bounced his fist off his opposite palm.

“A demonstration would be polarizing, but that’s exactly what she wants to avoid.”

“She was not unclear about her opinion. I am in an unfortunate position. You can see the Crown’s new demands change everything. We need Master Fuller’s cooperation in this, and no one is better positioned than you to obtain it.”

“If we told her the truth—”

“Absolutely not. What I have told you must be held in the utmost confidence. For now, Master Fuller has not become part of that circle of trust.”

“This whole matter will put us at odds with one another.” Such an understatement almost felt like a lie.

“I hate to be forced to decide between two ends which are both in the greater interest of the Guild as a whole. I hate the personal cost to you might be so high. Pray find a way to make this work for all of us.”

“This notion is at best unsafe. You recall how her demonstration before our own Wrights went. Think about it for a moment—recall how you sent her from the assembly for her own safety? We cannot in good conscience place Master Fuller or her apprentices in danger like that again. At the very least, forcing the young ladies to perform is unconscionable, compromising their reputations. It was one thing for her to choose such a path for herself, but for the students entrusted to her—”

Sir Wilbert paused and stroked his chin. “The dustman’s daughter—”

“No, I will not allow that. You cannot have one standard for the gentleman’s daughter and one for the dustman’s. We are better than that. Has the Guild not always said in our ranks it is a matter of Skill, not wealth or birth?”

“And you and I both know it is not so.” Unfortunately, Sir Wilbert was right.

“But it is a principle I will uphold. I will not negotiate on the matter. You insisted I have Guild oversight over her school, and I must exercise that here.”

Wilbert muttered something uncomplimentary under his breath, low enough that mundane folk could not have heard, thus the appearance of politeness. “I need something to work with, Enright. You cannot imagine I take it lightly that I must tell Master Fuller I require of her what she has categorically refused, due to a situation I must not explain.”

“Her concern has always been about protecting the apprentices, from harm, from shame … if there were some way to do that. What if … wait a moment, I need something from my bookshelves.” David did not wait for acknowledgment, but scurried to his office and searched his bookcase. “There!” He pulled out a thin volume, rifling through it as he strode back to Sir Wilbert.

“There is something in your endless collection of books applicable to the situation?” Wilbert sat on the edge of his desk, arms crossed, foot tapping. “Forgive me if I am skeptical.”

“It is to our advantage to proceed as much according to Guild rules and bylaws as possible. Then when the inevitable backlash comes, we will have a precedent to stand on stronger than mere preference or opinion.” David pointed to the open pages cradled in his left arm.

“Show me what you believe is so all-fired relevant.”

“Here, in the guidance for testing and evaluating Wrights at all levels. There was a case, quite old now, but it is here in the books. In the past, there was some accusation of bias against a Master and apprentices who were immigrants from Italy, I think … yes, that was it. Hard to imagine, I know—”

Sir Wilbert snorted.

Good, a bit of humor always made men more receptive to ideas. “In any case, the Italian Wrights argued they had not been recognized at the appropriate ranking because the local guild—Cambridge I believe—was prejudiced against anyone who was not from England. So, an anonymous demonstration of Skill was called for. The Master himself and then his apprentices were required to display their Skill, as Master Fuller was, in front of the local Masters, but with the hoods of their formal Guild robes pulled up to conceal their identities, so they could be judged on their Skill alone. Similarly obscured local Wrights displayed as well, mixed in with the Italian Wrights, so the audience was unclear about who was exhibiting at any given time.”

Sir Wilbert leaned back and blinked several times, then renewed his pacing. “That is interesting, very interesting. It is an excellent precedent, as we are dealing with a case of bias. Yes, that could work in our favor. If her students were not identifiable as they worked—and yes, we could limit it to the men—then that would give them some protection, certainly from the public judgment she fears. Maybe enough she could swallow the idea.”

“And if we can arrange some form of security during the meeting in case the audience tries to rush the platform—and honestly, having a team of imposing apprentice Earth Wrights standing guard would be a good idea considering the audit results will also be presented, and that will be contentious on its own.” But even that might not be enough to convince her. If only he could tell her the truth.

“Also doable. Yes, this seems to be a sound strategy, Enright. I will leave it to you to help Master Fuller come to terms with all this. Remind her you are authorized to insist given your role as Secretary, if you have to. There are greater things at stake than only the future of female Wrights.”
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Chapter 23


Rebecca stood with Birdy in her fragrant, sweltering kitchen, contemplating her balky range, the one that had sparked the apprentices’ interest in their current project.

“I would kick this bloody contraption if I didn’t know I’d pay for it with broken toes, dontcha know, and even then, I’m still tempted.” Birdy shook her finger at the squat black range that stared back at her with a defiance only iron could muster.

Although it didn’t look like much from the outside, it was an intricate, complicated object. Between the two ovens, a fire blazed behind a grate. Above, an iron hook held a large kettle of hot water. To the side, flat iron plates supported pots and pans in various stages of cooking. Over all of them, a shelf with glass doors kept items warm. The entire behemoth radiated heat, like a ferocious black dragon, coiled and ready to pounce. Birdy even called it her dragon.

“What manner of back talk is it offering today?” Rebecca extended her hands to the dragon. It was hard not to reach out and touch the Fire within. It wasn’t often that one got to be so close to this much safely contained Fire. For most, it meant little, but for a flame-tamer … oh heavens, the temptation to reach in and play with it, to become lost in Fire’s many perfections—

“You all right dere? You’re looking a little … well, a little drunk.”

“I am afraid it is a hazard. Fire is my natural Element.”

“I don’t understand this talk of natural Elements. What is unnatural about any of them?” Birdy cocked her head, hands planted on her hips.

Rebecca laughed. “None are unnatural per se. For many of us, there are Elements that come easier than others, and we call those our natural Elements. It was my father’s belief that that was laziness and short-sightedness, and that all Wrights should be able to touch all Elements.”

“Now, see, dat lines up with my experience, dontcha know. I never had none of that fancy teaching or nothing, just felt things out and did what I could. From what you’re saying, then, it sounds like I can reach all dem Elements meself.”

“Can you carry Water without a pot?”

“Don’t let none see me doing it, but o’course.”

“You manipulate Earth when you make your pastries. I just knew there had to be something more to those than mundane skill alone.” Rebecca glanced over her shoulder at the worktable covered with cooling hand pies. “So then, what of Air?”

Birdy stepped closer to the range and pushed a bit of Air through the grate with one hand.

“So clearly, you touch Air. What about Fire? I’ve seen you light a candle, but can you do more?”

“Well, that one I’m not so sure about. Seems like playing with a dragon, and I don’t much like the idea of getting burnt.”

“It is a frightening Element to work with. I understand.” Rebecca leaned toward the grate and coaxed a sliver of flame into her hand. “But when you have befriended it, and learned to treat it with respect, the fear will turn to awe and wonder.” She allowed the flame to dance along her hand and then returned it to the range. She extended her hand to Birdy.

“You ain’t been touched. Now that’s downright unnatural.”

“I suppose it is unnatural to those who do not have Skill, but for us, it is native as breathing. That’s something you must remember. What you have is a rare and special ability that is not more dangerous or evil than any other gifting, like that of strength or intelligence or art.”

“I’ll have to give it some thought. Never really considered it at all. But it would be mighty useful to get this fire under better control. Can you give me some pointers?”

“I will try.” Rebecca lifted open hands toward the range and closed her eyes, feeling every aspect of the Fire within. “Take my hands, and I will help you find what I have noticed.”

Birdy raised her hands and Rebecca laced her fingers with Birdy’s from behind. “There, can you feel my Skill?”

“Sakes alive, I knew you had it, but never realized it was so strong. My stars!”

“Follow me as I press into the Fire itself. You will not be hurt if you follow me.” Rebecca led her senses deep into the firebox.

“The Fire, it wasn’t laid right!” Birdy said. “That’s why there’s a cold spot. That girl, I’ve told her a hundred times how to lay it proper! But she ain’t listening.”

“That’s not all, though. Come.” Rebecca pressed her sense farther into the range, through the iron, to the system of flues that allowed the flames to breathe and the heated air to circulate.

“It’s clogged. It ain’t been cleaned properly. No wonder the oven don’t cook proper in that corner. Seems like me girls been cutting corners in their work.” Birdy huffed. “Never would have occurred to me to inspect the innards of the oven. But having you do it, it makes so much sense.”

“You will need to be careful with Fire until you learn better how to manage it. I can teach you, if you like.”

“I suppose now that you gots them apprentices to set on the simpler repairs, you might have time to do that. It’d be a privilege to learn from you.”

“We can begin tomorrow. I’ve been away too long already, and I dread to think what my apprentices are trying out with that range they’re building for you. Yesterday’s attempts yielded some draconic designs in attempts to improve airflow through the flues. I’m quite certain that a kitchen range should not have wings.”

“If it makes it work better, I’d be open to it.” Birdy wrapped several tasty morsels in a napkin and handed them to Rebecca. “To tide you over until lunch.”

Rebecca took them and headed across the mews to her shop.

Animated voices greeted her as she opened the back door. One rather cross, one drained, but the others in lively debate. She couldn’t make out the details of the conversation, but it was lovely to hear, and yes, even feel, the excitement in the atmosphere. She had so little company of other Wrights under her father’s mastery. This was new and pleasing, and she’d relish the joy and energy of these apprentices as long as she could.

“Are you prepared to begin today’s lesson?” She entered the classroom.

“Everything is as you requested, Master Fuller,” Dwyer said. He had that questioning note in his voice that he so often had. At least this time, he was giving her space to explain. That was an improvement.

“So then today, we are going to work on forming the range parts that require case-hardened iron to provide a hard, wear-resistant outer layer while keeping the iron core tough and flexible. We will begin with the grate bars which hold burning coal. Of all the parts, these have the greatest leeway for error. So, they make an ideal place to master a new technique.”

“We crafted them yesterday.” Emberly hauled the heavy iron lattice onto the worktable nearest her.

“Excellent.” Rebecca ran her hands over the grates, pressing her sense in, looking for imperfections in the work, but it was sound. “So, now we need our carburizing materials. Mr. Fenn, will you do the honors?”

Actually, it was not an honor, but a test. Fenn continued to struggle with matters of Earth.

He wandered toward a large bin in the far corner of the room, filled a basket with materials and returned to the worktable.

“What have you brought us?” Rebecca asked.

“Charcoal and leather scraps, Master Fuller.” He offered the basket with a hint of hesitation.

“And why did you choose these?”

He looked at Dwyer, who urged him to answer. “Because they contain carbon, which we will bond to the outside of the iron grate?”

“Excellent. When one is working outside the Element with which they are most comfortable, it is helpful to have words to put to the process you are trying to accomplish. It enables one to organize their thoughts and their Skill to operate along those understandings.”

“Are you saying that all we need to do is put words to a procedure and we can do it?” Fenn brushed a fair lock back from his knotted brow.

“Hardly. Nothing is ever so easy. But having the words to shape the technique allows us to better direct the Skill. The more well-versed we are with a material or an operation, the less we need such crutches.”

Fenn looked skeptical.

“So now, I want you to pack the grate with the charcoal and leather and lay it in the oven in the old firebox. It is the best thing we have to contain the Fire you will push into the grate.”

They fumbled through the undertaking, but eventually created a stable bundle and laid it in the firebox, which they would replace, so if it got damaged, it was no worry.

“Now, two things must happen at the same time. The bits of carbon in the charcoal and leather must be pushed out onto the iron and then fused to the iron. As all of you saw in yesterday’s exercise, that is difficult to do manipulating Earth alone. That’s why a blacksmith will heat such an item in a furnace for hours or even days to create that bond. But we can accomplish the same thing by manipulating the Elements ourselves, much more efficiently. You must be careful not to allow yourselves to become too drained as you work, though. The moment you feel yourself wavering, you must stop. And I mean that. You will not impress me by overtaxing yourself. You will impress me by having the wisdom to stop before that happens.”

A chorus of “Yes, Master Fuller,” circled the room.

“None of you are yet strong enough to do this on your own, but together, you can accomplish it. Miss Ableson and Mr. Dwyer, you will identify the carbon and coax it to move and bond with the iron. Miss Wood and Mr. Brandt, you will press Fire into the affair under the direction of those managing the carbon. And Mr. Fenn, you will control the Air around the project and suffocate any flame that threatens to escape control. Do not underestimate the importance of that task; you may well keep us all alive. Yes? So now, take your positions and begin.”

The apprentices surrounded the old range, with Miss Ableson and Mr. Dwyer behind it, Miss Woods and Mr. Brandt in front of the grate, and Mr. Fenn a step back, where he would observe the entire process.

“Do not stand there staring at it, begin—”

“But what if we make a mistake?” Miss Woods looked over her shoulder at Rebecca.

“Then tomorrow we melt it down and begin again. The point is not perfection the first time, the point is to learn. Now go on.”

Rebecca stood along the side, hands extended, pressing her sense into the apprentices’ work. She knew the feel of each one’s Skill, as unique as the individuals who possessed them. “Mr. Fenn, you need to press closer if you are to stop a fire before it takes hold. You can put more force into pushing the carbon, Miss Ableson. This is not the time for a delicate touch. Ease back on the Fire, Mr. Brandt, disperse it along the entire grate. Yes, much better, continue.”

Sweat trickled alongside of her face as the faint smell of smoke clouded the air. She rubbed it off on her sleeve as she walked around the laboring students. She pressed in to correct Miss Woods’ concentration of Fire and to smother a flame about to escape Mr. Fenn’s control. The shop would not burn again!

Time lost meaning as the case hardening progressed, each immersed in the new experience of their Skills.

The cuckoo clock shrieked three times. All of them, men included, shrieked and jumped back.

Gracious! How long had they been lost in the encounter? What would have happened if the clock had not—no, she didn’t want to consider that. Not now, later, when the threat was not so close. For now, though, best keep the Gothic monstrosity exactly where it was.

“You have done it.” She shook her head to clear the fog. She would definitely have to give what had just happened serious consideration before their next group effort. “Mr. Fenn, prepare the quench. Miss Woods, Mr. Brandt, slowly reduce the Fire you are pressing into the piece. Mr. Dwyer, get the tongs.”

Fenn shoved the quenching tank of oil near the front of the range. Dwyer and Brandt freed the grate from what remained of the wrapping. Together, they grasped the grate in their tongs and moved it to the quenching tank. The oil sputtered and boiled and threatened to burst into flame, but Fenn smothered it. Finally, Rebecca directed them to remove it from the tank and place it on the range top to cool.

“Excellent work. Tomorrow, after it has cooled, we shall examine it for quality. In the meantime, off to Birdy’s, all of you. She’s expecting you and your appetites.”

They poured out the door, pale and weary, but laughing and congratulating themselves, as David walked in.

“And Brees …”

“Yes, Master Fuller?”

“I received a note earlier to say that your uncle has arrived early for the Guild Conclave. He has arranged to meet with you at Birdy’s later this afternoon. For what it is worth, the tone of his note was more curious than cross.”

Brees curtsied. “Thank you, that’s a relief.” She scurried out to follow the rest to the Bird’s Nest.

“You missed all the excitement.” Rebecca dusted her hands on her heavy leather work apron and leaned back against a worktable, elbows and knees weak.

“So it would seem.” He glanced around the room. “What was today’s lesson?”

“Case-hardening iron parts for Birdy’s range. The grate is over there.” She gestured to the part, still radiating heat from atop the iron range.

“Case-hardening? Seriously? That’s an advanced Skill for specialized Earth Wrights and you have your apprentices already doing it? Granted, Dwyer was a journeyman—”

“None of them can do it alone. And no, it is not something I asked them to attempt.” She slicked back stray hairs from her sweaty face. “From the start of this endeavor, it has been a group effort. They came up with the idea and at that point, they began joining their Skills to tackle what was beyond them individually. It’s remarkable.”

“I would say so. I had never joined Skill with another Wright until you and I began working together.” His cheeks heated—those moments had been so … intimate. “I hesitate to ask this, but do you have concerns it might be improper for the young ladies—”

She blushed and sat on the edge of the nearest worktable. “I have given them some guidance to enable them to avoid the more …” She swallowed hard. “… More intense contact that we found in our work.”

“Not that I regret that, to be clear.” He reached for her hand.

“I can’t say that I do, either.”

“Good.” He clasped her hand in both of his.

“It is interesting how natural joining their Skills has been. I’m not sure that is something I have actually taught them, so much as they have worked it out for themselves, simply being in close proximity to one another while they worked.”

“Could it be a result of having the different Elements learning together? As I understand, it has never been tried among the Wrights before.”

“I suppose it could be. Some are still leaning toward working in their comfortable Element in the midst of the project, but they are interacting with them all. Obviously, it is not the way my father taught me. We are all learning this together as we go.”

“That is fascinating. Difficult, but fascinating.” He rubbed his knuckles along his lips.

“Why do I have the feeling you are summoning the courage to tell me something I’m not going to like?”

“I suppose it’s because you know me far better than I’d like to admit at times like this.” He briefly met her eyes.

“I don’t always like being right.” She pinched her temples. “So, are you going to tell me this thing I do not want to hear?”

“There’s no help for it, but perhaps it might be better said where your apprentices cannot overhear.”

“Merciful heavens, I already dislike it.” That was putting it mildly. More to the point, she wanted to run screaming down the mews and away from whatever news he might bring. That meant she was more spent from supervising the apprentices than she realized. Perhaps they should join the apprentices for a meal first, or at least take advantage of what Birdy had pressed on her before she left. That would be sensible, but he looked so insistent. “Let us go upstairs. You know the way.”

She unlocked the stairs and trudged up, a lump already forming in her throat. David might be all smiles and warmth, but when he had concerns, only a fool would ignore how serious they were likely to be. It was not a good sign that even she could feel the Air around her growing warmer. Deep breath, she was overreacting, and if she didn’t get hold of it soon—no, she was not going to lose control.

“You look exhausted. Perhaps it would be best to sit down and be comfortable.” David leaned against the fireplace mantel. Lovely. He only did that when he was itching to pace. That also did not bode well.

She perched on the edge of the floral couch, tense and ready to spring like a mouse caught in Balthazar’s gaze. Where was that cat? Outside, no doubt, under the table, eating crumbs at the apprentices’ feet. One of his new favorite pastimes.

“Sir Wilbert and I have been working on plans for the Guild Masters’ Conclave.” David got that much out before he could no longer stand still, and he strode to the other side of the room. “The invitations have been written and sent. We expect nearly full attendance.”

“None of this is new to me.” She forced the words through a tight throat and constricted chest. “Pray, get to the point. I don’t have it in me to listen to the entire history of Guild Masters’ Conclaves, the precedents upon which they are built, and the historical impact they have had on the Guild.”

He chuckled, more forced than mirthful. Still, it was pleasing to hear. “The biggest issue we face is how we are to convince the body of Guild Masters, all with varying opinions and prejudices, that banning women from the Guild is the wrong move on many counts.”

“You imply that laying out the facts about the precarious position of the Guild and the realities of the new age of industry we are entering will be insufficient.”

“One would imagine there are enough rational minds about for that to be fruitful. But men in positions of power like their positions of power. I assume the same would be true of women, but since there are no female Guild Masters, it is moot to discuss that aspect.”

Oh, no, he was trailing off into unnecessary details, his favorite means to avoid getting to a point.

“One aspect of retaining power is keeping others far away from having power of their own. So, the idea of opening the Guild to more members, members who could, and likely would, want a voice and some say in the Guild, triggers a posture of defense and stubbornness that is sometimes difficult to comprehend.” And now the pacing began.

“Are there none among the Guild Masters who can think beyond themselves, to the future?” Did she really want an answer? His expression suggested she didn’t.

“Sir Wilbert is one, so yes, they exist. But he is controversial on the best of days. He has the fortitude to withstand the barbs that come with that because he is passionate about the Wrights’ future, and his rank in society helps establish his authority. I fear that other Guild Masters or officers may be swayed by the powerful desire to be liked and supported and popular among their peers. I have witnessed many stupid decisions made, contrary to what a man claimed to believe and value, in the interest of establishing connections and managing influence.”

“So, you are saying you expect that Guild leadership is in the hands of those who are stupid, brutish, and too self-centered to care if our kind becomes extinct in the next generation?” She bit her knuckle. She had not intended to say that. Consarn it all.

“I might word it a little differently, but, yes, that’s what I fear.”

“I imagine you have a scheme in mind to remedy or at least influence the situation, or you wouldn’t be pacing my floor right now.”

“You know me so well.” He glanced at her, open hands lifted in a universal expression of frustration.

“So why don’t you simply tell me what you have in mind before I accidentally, or not so accidentally, set something on fire?”

“Pray, can you keep an open mind, and not react until you have given what I suggest some thought?”

No, he wasn’t! She clenched her fists and sat up straight. Control, she must retain control—if only she were not so spent … “As long as you are not going to suggest something intolerable, like requiring my apprentices to perform before the Conclave like trained pigs in a sideshow.”

He grimaced and squeezed his eyes shut.

She jumped to her feet. “Absolutely not. I will not permit it. I won’t subject those who have trusted me with their training to such an experience! What I went through was bad enough, and I was a Full Wright, at Mastery level, with great confidence in my abilities. The trauma such an encounter could inflict upon an apprentice is incalculable.” The Air around her heated and her fingertips tingled as the trauma she’d experienced flooded back in searing waves that ebbed and flowed from her core to her fingertips and back. If she clenched her fists tightly enough, perhaps she could restrain it.

“I remember the experience well.” He spoke through gritted teeth.

“And from what you have suggested, this group has every likelihood of being even more contentious. How is any manner of demonstration a good idea? It almost sounds like an intentional effort to stir up dispute.”

He winced.

Was he hiding something?

“I can recognize the dangers of it, Rebecca. But bear with me a moment and consider: how they can understand the power of training that you are offering without seeing it for themselves? It would be an excellent showcase for the Skill of female Wrights. Especially given what your apprentices attempted today—it is extraordinary, an advanced ability—and you’ve barely been working with them.”

She clenched her fists more tightly and dragged in three long, slow, deep breaths. “Three of them came to me trained as journeymen to begin with—you can be certain no one will forget that detail. That alone will be used to disprove anything you suggest about what I am doing with them. And beyond that, you would ask respectable young ladies to perform in front of an audience? Consider it a moment. What would you be opening them up to? If this group is as traditional and power-hungry as you point out, their reputations and even their virtue might be in danger from the demonstration. These are young women, they do not deserve to be paraded on stage like some actress who will be entertaining suitors in her boudoir later.”

David’s jaw dropped. Perhaps he had not expected her to be so frank, but that would have been a mistake on his part. He knew that part of her character well. “Regarding the young ladies, I agree with you. I don’t want them as part of any sort of demonstration. Sir Wilbert has agreed to that concession as well.”

“How good of him to deign to uphold basic decency among the Wrights. I am duly impressed.” She turned her back on him. “I refused when Sir Wilbert bandied about his ill-founded notion about performing at some exhibition in London. Why would I agree to what you are proposing? No, absolutely not.”

“I found a complaint about bias in the Guild records that demanded such a presentation. There are precedents for it. But all the parties involved had their identities concealed. That gives us grounds to do the same thing. Your apprentices’ identities would not be exposed to the audience. Surely that makes a difference? You must see reason.”

She whirled on him, catching her hands behind her back, a desperate reminder to guard her temper. “Don’t ever, ever say that to me again. You imply I am irrational because I am not capitulating to your demand, which I imagine you are going to remind me is delivered in your guise as superintendent of this school.”

He pressed his lips as though he did not like having that little fact dredged up. “No, you are not irrational, but I am convinced you are wrong. You are not considering the bigger picture.”

“Because I am not willing to sacrifice my apprentices’ future? What if they fail? Will being masked make them feel different about failure? Have you considered that? And what will it do to the cause if their show turns into a spectacular disappointment?”

“How likely is that? Given what I saw this afternoon—”

“No, no, no!” She couldn’t hold her hands back any longer and a rush of Air swirled around her. There was no holding it back now. Her temper, once lost, would flare until it was burnt out. She had no choice but to watch it all play out, as though she had stepped outside herself and was watching a stage. “You only saw the product of their efforts, not what their efforts looked like. Case-hardening looks like a bunch of apprentices standing about huffing and sweating, hands outstretched, and me walking circles around them, directing them on what they have to do. Oh yes, and one stands off to the side ready to put out errant fires in case something goes wrong. Absolutely nothing to observe! And they can only do that by working together, joining their Skill, which, again, looks like nothing from the outside. Someone will argue that one journeyman or another is doing the work and making it appear that the others are helping. There is no point.”

“You must be able to come up with something they could do.”

“What you are asking for is impossible. I cannot—”

“Cannot or will not? You need to look at this rationally—”

“And again, you are calling me irrational!” Her voice climbed into those shrill registers her mother was apt to use with Father. She should moderate it, she had before, but nothing remained in her reserves to do so now. Consarn it!

“You are not irrational, and I have never suggested that you were. Don’t put those words in my mouth. But you are stubborn, we both agree on that. And in this case, I believe you are wrong. I have searched and searched for alternatives. Sir Wilbert has, as well. Won’t you believe we don’t make this request easily?”

“How much effort went into making it does not suddenly render it possible, much less advisable.” She dragged her hand down her face. “Is it not the role of a teaching Master to act in the best interest of the apprentice?”

“Is not the best interest of the Guild in the best interest of the apprentice?”

“Only if they are not required to become sacrificial lambs in the process.”

“We have no intention of allowing harm to come to them.” David’s volume matched her own.

“Perhaps so, but you have not said one word about how you might protect them. That does not instill great confidence in the plans having been made.” Perhaps it was not fair to say, but what else was she to assume? “You never made mention of it. If it were important—”

“Do you expect me to be so cavalier with your safety? You think so little of me?”

“Don’t make this personal. You, of all people, should recognize this is about the welfare of my apprentices.”

“You are making this personal. I can feel the heat in the Air, the signature of your temper. Your back is up, and you have decided that you are going to refuse all reasonable—”

“There is nothing reasonable about what you are asking.”

“In your mind. But if you had come up with the idea yourself—”

“I would not have,” she spat through her teeth, panting, knees so weak she could barely keep to her feet. “Don’t suggest that I am making things difficult by not batting my eyes and saying ‘yes, O brilliant barrister’ at your every notion. Is it not possible that my position might be well-considered and as important as your own?”

“And likely wrong.”

“That’s enough. You need to leave. As you said, you can feel Fire in the room, and if you do not leave, you may get burned by my unseemly temper.” She pointed at the door.

He huffed and stormed out.
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Chapter 24


Infuriating woman! Surely, she must recognize there were no other choices. It was the best way to change the minds of Guild Masters, keen on following power and influence. If only he could have told her the full truth behind their insistence, but Sir Wilbert had forbidden it. Then again, it might easily have enraged her all the more.

Bad enough, she thought he was trying to force his way because of the oversight authority he had been given over the school. But worse still, she counted all this as a personal affront, that he was being insensitive, inconsiderate of her safety and privacy, and that of her students.

Had he not earned her trust in these months together? She knew him better than anyone, absolutely anyone, ever had. How did she believe him so callous, so cavalier with what was important to her?

It was unfair and unthinking.

And felt remarkably like what Uncle Cresswell had done, casting him out in a fit of temper, leaving him penniless and friendless on the streets of London.

He was neither of those things now. But the fist to his gut reminded him too much of Uncle Cresswell to ignore.

Great Scott! He raked his fingers through his hair. Was there any way back from this? It had not been the case with Uncle Cresswell. That door would forever be closed to him, and he would not walk through it if invited. Was there a chance that would be the way here also?

And even if it wasn’t, did he even want to try again, given what he had witnessed?

He wanted, needed, peace in his home. There was no reason the disagreement could not have been handled with calm and level heads. To devolve to shouting and accusations—that did not suit.

Despite the aching cavern in his chest, and thundering in his temples, he would have to worry about that later. For now, he had to come up with some other solution.

He stomped out the back door and into the mews. A table, laden with heaping, fragrant platters of meats and vegetables and baked delights, had been set up behind Birdy’s. The apprentices sat around it, laughing and joking, the gray pallor mostly gone from their faces.

Had Rebecca also been drained from their lesson? Had that contributed to that wretched dispute?

“Join us, Master Enright.” Dwyer beckoned him with one hand, shoving a shock of dark hair out of his face with the other. “Birdy has left us well supplied.”

David sat next to Dwyer, barely able to contain his raging sensibilities enough to sit still. “She’s provided a remarkable spread for you. Must be quite the project you’ve been wrangling, if this is required for your recovery.”

“That we are, and we ain’t half done,” Brandt spoke through a mouthful, crumbs flying. Even gentlemanly Wrights’ manners suffered when they were depleted. “I may have studied Fire, but I’ve never done such a thing before.” He wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

“What were you doing?” David asked.

“Case-hardening iron parts for the new range.” Miss Ableson dabbed the corner of her lips with a napkin, carefully keeping eyes averted from Brandt. “I had never even heard of such a thing until this morning.”

“It is supposed to make the parts harder and stronger. I’m not sure if I can explain why or how, but even I could feel the difference in the metal once we were done.” Fenn reached across the table for a dish of stewed fruit.

“I understand that all of you were working together?”

“Not a one of us could have managed it alone. So many Elements involved, and so many Skills! How can a single Wright, even a Full Wright, manage such a feat alone?” Dwyer wiped his forehead on his arm. “I ain’t never been so exhausted. I understand why she’s always so concerned about it now.”

“She’s never allowed us to put so much into a project before.” Emberly spoke softly, as though unaccustomed to being welcomed in a conversation. “It’s exciting that she trusts us with it.”

“What exercises have you done to prepare for the effort?” David asked.

“Exercises? I’m not sure I understand.” Emberly cocked her head and blinked. Her wide, wondering blue eyes made her seem younger than her fourteen years.

“My old Master would start us on small tasks, and make them larger, little by little, saying we would grow in strength that way. He’d never have trusted apprentices to plan a project, much less engage with such an effort as we did today,” Dwyer said.

“No, not mine either,” Brandt agreed. “Barely got to touch flame at all my first year. Lighted candles and lamps and not much else for months. Nearly drove me barmy.”

“I would have quit altogether if faced with such a thing.” Emberly laughed. “Why would you put up with that?”

“No other choice. That was how all the Masters I know of trained.” Fenn shrugged as he looked from Brandt to Dwyer. “There might be none other that do things this way. And look at what we done today.”

“If you ask me, I don’t think we did a bad job with our first major project.” Miss Ableson smiled shyly, reminding everyone of her ladylike upbringing.

“But the danger of overextending yourselves is so real.” David gestured at the empty platters on the table. “I cannot believe that she would—”

“Don’t imagine that she wasn’t keeping careful watch, she was. And warned us every step of the way to mind the exertion and to back away if it became too much. And that awful old clock of hers, it was there to give us a right kick in the head, just in case. She isn’t careless with us. ” Brandt shoved up his left sleeve. “See these burn scars? A careless Master gave me those. She ain’t careless, only willing to allow us to stretch ourselves.”

“And to fail.” Fenn hung his head as he laughed. “Which I seem to do more often than the rest of you.”

“Do not be so hard on yourself. The projects we’ve been working on aren’t native to Water, but when we start to work with molten metal, I’ll bet you’ll feel much more at home.” Dwyer slapped Fenn’s shoulder. “That’s more or less what you told us, ain’t it, Master Enright, to find the familiar in the unfamiliar.”

“I recall that conversation.”

“We took that back to the workshop, and Master Fuller gave us time to explore the idea, and bits and pieces fell into place.” Dwyer reached for the last roll on the platter in the middle of the table.

“Indeed, it’s obvious when you look at it,” Miss Ableson said.

“At least when you look at it the way Master Fuller looks at things. She had to explain the notion a few more times before the spark lit.” Brandt chuckled. “I cannot believe that none of our old Masters ever talked about the similarities between the Elements.”

“That’s because it’s not a commonly recognized aspect of the Skill. At least until one attains multiple Masteries.” The fact that apprentices should be discussing such a concept was astonishing.

“I am glad that’s changing now. I am not sure my Master would have ever given me the opportunity to try for Full Mastery had I the wherewithal to even ask. He always called me ham-handed in my work, barely able to manage my own native Element.” Fenn dropped his eyes.

“You are not ham-handed.” Emberly ducked, trying to catch his gaze. “You lead with strength rather than finesse, that’s your problem. When you’re delicate with things, you can be quite effective.”

Fenn blushed.

“She’s right. Now that you’ve stopped trying to bash your way through everything like an uncontrolled flood, you’re much better.” Brandt clouted Fenn’s shoulder.

“You did us a good turn, Master Enright, setting us up with her as our new Master. I hope the Guild appreciates what you’ve done.” Dwyer lifted his tankard to David. The others followed suit.

“I hope so as well.” This was what the Guild needed to hear from the mouths of these young Wrights, and to realize what they were capable of accomplishing. If only Rebecca were not so stubborn! “But it’s difficult to predict how those rigid old men might react.”

“It’s a shame they don’t listen to measly apprentices, isn’t it? I’d love to give ’em a piece o’ my mind,” Dwyer muttered.

David chewed his lip. He could ask them to do him a favor to support their Master. They could come on their own accord to perform for the Conclave. Dwyer had all but offered such a thing. Should he take Dwyer up on it?

Rebecca would never permit him to approach them for such a favor. But they were all but coming to him.

If he proceeded, though, how would he look her in the eye and convince her he had done the right thing?

It would help if he were convinced of it himself. Was it only the letter of the law that mattered here? Integrity and character were beyond the bounds of legal documents. And even if it weren’t about what Rebecca would think, he would have to live with his decision.

Bollock, bollocks, bollocks!

No, he could not press the apprentices for help.

But what about his Guild Master’s requirements? How was he going to satisfy that demand and be able to live with himself after?

“You enjoying the meal?” Birdy ambled out from her back door, wiping her hands on her apron.

“You are generous.” David helped himself to a piece of fried chicken. “Nothing compares to what comes out of your kitchen.”

“It seems like that’ll only improve, thanks to these fine youngsters.” She laughed. “And until then, Rebecca showed me a few bits and bobs this morning to keep the old range from back talking.”

Rebecca had taught Birdy something?

Oh, there was an idea!

“I’d no idea you were having trouble with it. Would you permit me to have a look at it? I confess, I’ve had little opportunity to examine a kitchen range, but what the apprentices have been telling me leaves me fascinated.”

Birdy looked at him hard. Foolish of him to think she wouldn’t know he had an agenda.

“Come along—be the first time I’ve ever shown a barrister me kitchen.” She plodded inside.

He followed and closed the door behind him.

“Me girls are all away for the afternoon. Go on, speak your piece.” She folded her arms over her chest and leaned back against her worktable.

“You mentioned Rebecca taught you something. What did she teach you?”

“She showed me how to touch a Fire to determine how it’s been laid, and to feel the Air circulating in the flue in the range.”

“Could you do those things before?”

“I don’t think so. Never even considered it. But when she showed it, it all made perfect sense.”

Yes! “Then I must ask if you will do me a favor that could make or break the future of the Wrights.”

“You don’t ask much, do you?”
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Chapter 25


Rebecca was still finishing the food Birdy had pressed on her, barely able to eat for the knots in her stomach—but if she didn’t, she would collapse—when the apprentices rushed back to the classroom, bubbling with exuberant energy, ready to take on the next task. She could just make out bits and pieces of their discussion. Something about imperfections in the shape of the grate.

Surely they would remember her warning not to—

A small explosion shook the house and sent her running. Cries and groans, blood, broken glass, shards of metal, and the smell of burnt clothing assaulted her as she flung the classroom door open. Fenn stood to the side, suffocating fires—thank heavens one of them had been paying attention to her!

Birdy rushed in through the back door. Together, they assessed injuries—nothing more serious than cuts and bruises, but that had only been a matter of luck. Someone could have been killed. As much as Rebecca wanted to scold them, they were so shaken right now, there was no point. She and Birdy bandaged the rattled apprentices and coordinated the clean-up efforts.

Once their wounds had been tended, the pieces gathered, and the floor swept, she dismissed the demoralized students to go spend the remainder of the afternoon on the beach, to feel the Water and the Air and the Earth in their natural state. No Fire. For the moment, they best avoid that. Though they did not understand the need for it, and even tried to argue against it, the thing they needed most was to reconnect to the Elements in a way that demanded little from them.

Their accident would, no doubt, set them back for weeks.

Tomorrow, maybe the next day, she would sit them down and explain what went wrong, but today, they would never hear it. It would only convince them of how much they didn’t know—which was, in itself, an important thing to understand, but not when one was already so downcast.

Father had not understood that second part, and always followed up a failure with a protracted lecture and lesson on what had gone wrong and why she was insufficient to wrighting at all. Such wonderful memories she had of her own apprenticeship.

That was why she would be different. Maybe not more successful, but certainly different.

She finished repairing the classroom. The shattered windows, which Balthazar deigned to supervise, took the longest and left her exhausted again. She trudged upstairs, legs so heavy she could barely mount the stairs. Thankfully, a basket from Birdy waited for her in the kitchen.

When the tally came in, this would qualify as an awful day. Not the most awful, to be sure. There were others that would always remain higher on that list. Like the day Joseph died. No one died today, so it was not one of the worst. But her relationship with David would never be the same. And that made it close, very close.

How could he think it appropriate for her apprentices to perform in public? Given what had just happened—what would it do to have such a failure in public? How was that going to help their cause?

Her own demonstration of Mastery had almost cost her standing as a Wright. Had he forgotten that? Or forgotten the trauma that the experiences had caused? Was he aware of the nightmares that still plagued her and the anxiety that arose anytime she encountered another Brighton Wright? Maybe he was accustomed to such spectacles in the courtroom. But her quiet existence had no room for such things.

She fell into Father’s worn, brown leather wing chair in the parlor. He would have laughed at her describing her existence as quiet. She was a flame-tamer after all, and little about her kind was ever subdued. Certainly, all the stories he told about her mother never were.

Maybe she was more like her mother than she wanted to believe.

There was an unsettling thought. According to him, Mother embodied all the reasons women did not belong as Wrights, why they needed to be controlled and monitored and their Skills kept in check.

Had she become like her mother?

Or were Father’s perceptions about Mother even correct?

Master McIntire had known them both. Perhaps he might offer some insight. About that, and about David’s outlandish notions. If there was one thing she needed right now, it was insight.

If she wrote quickly and posted the letter today, she might hear from him before the Conclave … yes, it would be worth it to try.

She penned the letter as she ate again and hurried to the post office just in time to see it included in the day’s mail. She dragged herself back home with only enough energy to fall into bed in an exhaustion deeper than mere Wright depletion.

David did not visit the next day, or the day after that. But a summons to appear at the Guild office did. And if the tone of the handwriting revealed anything, it was that Sir Wilbert was not a happy man.

She assigned the apprentices to basic focus work, exercises they could be trusted to complete without risk of calamity, and forced herself to head to a meeting with Sir Wilbert.

What joy was hers.

Sir Wilbert, and only Sir Wilbert, waited for her in his expansive, well-appointed office that smelled of his expensive cologne and the stone that made up the walls and floor.

“I came as soon as I received your request, Guild Master.” She forced herself into a shallow curtsey.

“Thank you for coming, Master Fuller.” He gestured to a chair near his desk, and she sat down. “I wish to discuss the upcoming Guild Master’s Conclave. What do you know about the event?”

If that didn’t sound like an invitation to prove herself ignorant, nothing did. “As I understand, the Conclave will decide on admitting female Wrights into the Guild as a whole, no longer leaving the matter to local jurisdictions.”

“That is the issue most relevant to you, to be sure. Though debates on training future Wrights and on the findings of the Guild audit will, no doubt, interest you as well. Are you aware of the role of Full Wrights during the Conclave?”

“The role of Full Wrights?” The skin on the back of her neck prickled.

“I will take that as a solid ‘no,’ then. I am disappointed that you have not put forth the effort to familiarize yourself with that.”

“Forgive me, sir, I have been preoccupied with my students.” While it was true and she had fully intended to read those instructions, it felt like making excuses to avoid his displeasure.

He harrumphed and spread out several documents on his desk, pointing to them as he spoke. “Without belaboring the point, Full Wrights are supposed to serve as advisors to the Guild Officers and take leadership roles in the local Guilds, attending meetings with the Guild Masters and officers as necessary.”

“Yes, sir.” He was right, she should have known.

“I suppose since you were already fulfilling that role in your leadership of the school, no one thought there needed to be additional explanations offered. A harmless oversight, I am certain.” He glared at her as though to warn her to keep her temper about the matter.

He was right. But it was a galling mistake on her part, nonetheless. A reminder would have been nice, but not their responsibility.

“In addition to Guild Masters and Officers, we expect a sizable cadre of Master Wrights to join their Guild Masters in attendance. The schedule is full of meetings.” He handed her several sheets of paper, all densely printed with Conclave details. “I have marked all the meetings Full Wrights are expected to attend, as well as all the gatherings related to Guild membership and training. I expect your presence at those as well. As a Full Wright, you are welcome at any other meetings you have time to attend.”

She scanned the extensive schedule. So many meetings! “Sir, do you think it a wise choice for me to attend the membership and training discussions, given the debate on the suitability of women in the Guild? It seems … incendiary.”

He glowered every bit as intensely as Father used to. “I fail to understand why you are so opposed to standing up to support a cause that will profoundly affect your future.”

Must hold her ground, not shrink back like a mouse before a hawk. “If you are referring to having my apprentices exhibit before an audience, it would be inappropriate to subject them to such trauma. Sir.”

“Even if it might mean their continued acceptance in the Guild?”

“They are not ready for that. Not at all. I don’t think you appreciate how different my approach to training them is. Apprentices usually spend the first half year simply learning to touch their Element and do basic focus exercises. My apprentices are working on custom building a range for the Bird’s Nest.”

“What I don’t understand is why you are not willing to share such an accomplishment with the Guild at large. What could motivate such a … a …”

“Don’t say ‘stupid decision,’ sir, or this conversation is over.” She drew in several deep breaths. Now was not the time to lose her temper. “Their work may sound beyond comprehension, but that also makes it fraught.” She clasped her hands behind her neck and held her breath. Dare she tell him? “Two days ago, there was a catastrophic failure in the classroom. Not one of my apprentices escaped uninjured. It is a wonder none of them were seriously hurt or killed. The risk of failure and casualty in a demonstration designed to impress an audience is too great.”

“Are you suggesting that your apprentices are not properly trained?” Another piercing scowl.

“Not at all. You told me to teach them in my way. The way I learned was by making mistakes, sometimes big ones, and being forced to figure out what happened and why, and how to make it right in the future. I had little support in that process, and often invented my own processes instead of being taught the correct means to accomplish something. That was not always to my benefit. While I don’t subject my students to that trauma, I do allow them to make mistakes. It is essential. One cannot always predict when a mistake will happen. The anxiety that a performance would engender is a situation rife with provocations to falter. What impression would that make on the Conclave?”

He leaned back slightly and tapped his hands before his chest. “I had understood they were farther along than that.”

“Consider how long I have had their training—less than six months. In that amount of time standard trained apprentices would begin moving to their second-level focus exercises. You do recall those are not impressive to watch. Given that I am teaching them all the Elements at once, it only makes sense they are not prepared to do anything showy in front of an audience. Even if they could all do second-level focus exercises, which some of them are already doing across three of the four Elements, would you find that a heart-stopping, breathless display, apt to change your mind about deeply-held prejudices?”

A shaggy eyebrow twitched. Had she gotten his attention? “Perhaps not.” Clearly, the concession cost him.

“That is what I have been trying to get you to understand. Why would you not listen?” Now it was her turn to try out one of those arresting glares.

“I suppose then there is nothing to be done for it.” He seemed unaffected by her scowl, lost in his own thoughts. “You ought to know Enright argued for your position.”

He argued with Sir Wilbert to support her? Her cheeks burned. She had not expected him to do that for her. It hurt to admit it—that she had so little faith in him. Had that been some of the hardness in Sir Wilbert’s gaze?

“That makes it even more necessary that you, as a Full Wright of Brighton’s Guild, stand with the other Full Wrights and represent us in those meetings. I am not asking anything of you that has not been required of the others of your standing. I trust that is not too much.”

“No, sir.” She stared at her hands in her lap.

“These are summaries provided to all the Full Wrights. They present the issues in brief, as well as the strongest arguments for and against each of the positions stated.” He passed her a thick folio. “Study them. Develop informed opinions on them.” The way he emphasized “informed” screamed “think instead of react.”

“I will, sir.”

“When you are called upon to offer your opinion, do so, in a rational and intelligent manner. I have seen you do it, so I know you are capable. Just because your temper is tolerated within the local Guild Hall does not mean it will be to your benefit to show it in other company. And yes, I have had a similar discussion with the other flame-tamers turned Full Wrights, so you are not being singled out.”

Was it so easy to guess at her first thought? Probably. And embarrassing.

“We consider you a valued member of the Brighton Guild, despite there being those who might disagree. This is your opportunity to prove we are correct in our assessment.”

“Yes, of course, sir.” She swallowed hard and forced the words out. “Is there anything else? It seems like I have a great deal to study.”

“By all means, apply yourself to it. I am certain you will do us all proud.”

She stood and excused herself, throat so tight she could hardly breathe as she hurried toward her office. She should go home, but there was no way she could face her apprentices right now. No, not now.

How badly had she underestimated David … and Sir Wilbert? Granted, she didn’t appreciate being forced to attend meetings where she would stick out like a sore thumb. But if it was expected of all Full Wrights, then it was proper to demand it of her. How little thought she had given to the guild-level responsibilities her rank would require.

How embarrassing, even humiliating, to be found wanting. Even if Sir Wilbert did not call it out directly, they both knew that she had fallen short of appropriate expectations, too given to tantrums and wanting things her own way. Things her father had warned her about.

She could have, should have, done better.

She was not going to prove Father right. She would learn and grow and get better. And act appropriately for her rank and status. And keep her temper in check.

Somehow.
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Chapter 26


Wrights from across Britain trickled into Brighton like a rush of holiday makers. Though their appearance was curiously out of season, local innkeepers, pub keepers and dining hall owners rejoiced at the unexpected boon of travelers. Much of the town felt the impact of the impending Guild Conclave, never truly understanding its nature.

Even if he had been ready for it, David’s responsibilities in the Guild Hall preparing for the official start of the Conclave kept him from any contact with Rebecca. How empty and cold everything, every bloody thing, became without her to share it with. A worse loneliness than he’d ever experienced before he’d known the pleasure of another’s company. Well and truly dreadful.

But perhaps it was for the best to become accustomed to the distance between them—even if he still held out hope that wouldn’t be the case forever.

But hope alone offered no solutions. Nor did his training, his bookcases, or his overhelpful Guild Master. Where was he supposed to turn now?

The chimes in the Guild Hall rang, calling the Guild Masters’ Conclave to order for the first meeting. With all the Guild Masters, Officers, Full Wrights, and the accompanying Master Wrights in attendance, this and the closing would be the largest assemblies of the Conclave. Mostly for show, the pomp and circumstance of these assemblies could smother a royal courtier in ceremony. But ranks and egos required recognition before they could be pressed into service. The real work would be done in the smaller sessions, behind closed doors, among those with the most power and influence in the Guild.

If things went according to plan, the opening rites would consist of a welcome by Sir Wilbert, an invitation to eat—Wrights always expected food—and a summary of the upcoming schedule. Nothing overly interesting, and certainly nothing controversial.

At least one could hope it would be so.

Rows and rows and rows of white wooden chairs with red velvet cushions filled the main Guild assembly hall, deep in the basement of Hobson Ames’s house. The stone columns fashioned by local Masters disappeared among the mass of black-robed Wrights milling about in the warm light of the gas lamps on every wall. Colored, embroidered stoles identified the branch and rank of the attending Wrights, but even so, the matching robes caused them to blend into an uncomfortably anonymous mass.

So much noise! And that on top of all the Elements stirred up by the presence of so many who could manipulate them. The addition of all the various colognes and personal odors mingling rendered the atmosphere on the edge of stifling. Thank heavens the remainder of the sessions would not be so densely attended.

David eased himself into a seat near the back of the room, close to the door. He rubbed his arms briskly, easing the skin-crawling sensation brought on by so much happening around him. Even though he was an officer of the hosting Guild and had every right to take a seat front and center, sitting at the rear allowed him to keep a little distance from the most overwhelming areas—and to watch the crowd for any sign that things might be getting out of hand.

Hopefully, they would not. There was no reason that they should. Which was exactly why he was worried about it.

Rebecca walked in, dressed in her Guild robes like the rest of the Master Full Wrights, and disappeared into the sea of black garments. Sir Wilbert had been certain she would attend, but David had some doubts. But then again, she was stubborn, not stupid.

If only he could go to her, talk with her. But this wasn’t the time or place for personal conversation. He tried to catch her eye, but she avoided his gaze and took a seat near the back, half a room away from him.

Was that a cut, or did she also realize this was no place to deal with their issues?

Sir Wilbert sauntered in, straight to the dais at the front of the chamber, and rang the large brass chime hanging off a pole near the imposing mahogany podium. “Wrights of Britain, may I have your attention, please. I now call this meeting to order.”

The crowd’s hum dwindled away as the few who had still been standing tucked themselves into seats. How clannish they all were. Almost without fail, Wrights from the same Guilds sat together, usually with empty chairs between them and the next Guild, making for distinct pockets of like color in the expanse of black. There were a few that mingled, and a few that sat alone, including Rebecca, but they were the exceptions to the rule.

“Welcome to Brighton, my fellow Wrights. We are honored by your attendance.” Sir Wilbert stationed himself behind the podium. Polite noises circulated through the crowd. “Such opportunities to gather and seek mutual counsel are few and far between, and not to be missed. But before we begin our discussion, please help yourself to a humble repast, prepared especially to suit the needs of our kind.”

David glanced to his right, where long tables covered by black sheets lined the wall. Birdy stood between the tables and pulled off the covers to display covered platters and plates. One by one, she removed the covers to reveal the hot, hearty food that she specialized in. So mouthwateringly fragrant! Wrights rushed the tables. Birdy glanced at David. He nodded, and she faded into the background.

“What is she doing here?” Rebecca hissed at David’s elbow.

He avoided looking at her. One glance into her eyes and the distraction would be too much. “Providing food.”

“But here? Now? Why?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Because our usual kitchen staff has fallen ill with typhus. Plentiful food is a necessary feature at these meetings. Birdy was available.”

“I don’t think it wise. Had I known, I would have counseled her not to do this.” Frustration, not quite yet anger, filled her tone, but there was no heat in the Air to accompany it.

Interesting. Maybe even hopeful.

“Had she wanted your counsel, I am certain she would have asked. Birdy is capable of deciding for herself what is suitable for her and what is not.” He pointed at the tables with his chin. “You see there, she has already left the room. No one has even noticed she was here.”

“Though nothing may have been said—yet—it does not mean that she was not noticed.” Rebecca stalked off toward Birdy’s display. She kept her head down, but the other Wrights gave her a wide berth.

Blast and bother. One more thing for her to be mad at him about. Lovely.

“You look preoccupied.”

Master McIntire? Yes! It was him. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

“I tagged along at the last minute as an assistant to Secretary Ableson. A rather impulsive decision based on a bit of last-minute information I received. Besides, it seemed as good an excuse as any to see you and your friend. I must say, you have found yourselves a marvelous kitchen staff. Be prepared to have them hired away. I am warning you now. There are several Guilds who might have the wherewithal to pinch them from you.”

“I am sure some will try, but I do not think it will happen. They are deeply connected to Brighton.” If only he knew!

“Fortunate for you, a shame for the rest of us.” McIntire took a bite of one of Birdy’s iced buns. “Crying shame—these are something special! You may see more of me in Brighton after this! I’m warning you.”

David chuckled. No Wright walked away from Birdy’s food unchanged. “You are always most welcome. The pub she keeps has a room or two to let. Tell her you are connected to me and you might even be permitted to stay with her.”

“How much will I need to pay you to keep that information to yourself?”

Sir Wilbert rang the dais chimes. “Now that you have sated your bellies, take your seats and we can proceed.”

“Where is Master Fuller going? I thought she would be sitting with you.”

“It is complicated.” David grimaced as McIntire took a seat next to him.

“My fellow Master Wrights.” Sir Wilbert waited for the hum in the room to die off. “As all of you are aware, we Wrights are at a crossroads in our history, and the decisions we make at this Conclave could well determine our future—whether we have one or not.”

Uncomfortable mutters circled the assembly. David struggled to keep his eyes on Sir Wilbert, not Rebecca, who remained isolated in the back row.

“Not long ago, the Royal Court Guild called for a full audit from all our chapters. The results have been analyzed, and I am sorry to say that the news is not favorable. Membership rosters have revealed an alarming trend over the last one hundred years. Guild membership has been steadily declining. While I think we are all aware of the decrease, we have not been fully cognizant of its severity. May I introduce Master Lewlen, Undersecretary of the Royal Court Guild, to explain the findings.”

Wearing his robes and a red stole, his beard trimmed to a slight point, Master Lewlen seemed even more gnomish here than he had in London. “Fellow Wrights, I have been examining membership rosters of our branches. I will summarize my findings for you now, but should any of you wish to examine the information I have collected, I will be happy to submit it for your examination. In brief, if we consider the raw number of members we have now and compare it to the numbers from one hundred, fifty, and twenty-five years ago, we can see a steady decline in our ranks. An alarmingly steady decline. At this rate, in another generation, no more than two, there will be no more Wrights in England.”

Many gasps and protests followed.

“But that is not the worst of it.”

“How does it get worse than that?” a voice from the middle of the room demanded.

“When one considers the ranks of registered Wrights, we see an even larger decline in the numbers of both Full Wrights and in new apprentices. Full Wrights were already an uncommon breed among the Wrights. They are now plummeting to the level of mythical.”

“That is only to be expected, considering what it takes to become one,” a disgruntled Wright muttered—probably one who had tried and failed in his quest to be recognized as a Full Wright.

“The rate of decrease among Full Wrights is twice what it is for Wrights as a whole. That should be telling.” Lewlen folded his arms and scanned the room.

“What it tells me is that the standards are too high. They keep getting more difficult by the year, as though there were some intentions to keep us from rising to that rank,” the same resentful Wright called.

David stood, as was appropriate in such a meeting, and lifted an open hand in front of his chest.

“The floor recognizes Master Enright, Secretary of the Brighton Guild.” Lewlen glared at the Wright who had spoken out of turn as he recognized David.

“The number of apprentices taken has declined at almost as steep a rate as the Full Wrights,” David said.

“That’s because they are harder to find.” The dissatisfied Wright wrenched around in his seat to stare at David. That lined brow and knobby nose would be a face to remember.

“That is a well-known fact. But we are doing little to identify more of them, and that is a problem,” Lewlen said.

“And worse still is when one’s apprentices are being stolen out from under one’s nose.” Master Lawlor stood. Master Fergusson and Master Mitchell stood with him.

What were they doing here? They had not been part of the approved attendance from Brighton.

“Stolen apprentices? Who would do such a thing?” someone called.

The Masters turned as a unit to point to Rebecca. The whole room shifted to focus on her. “That creature there. That shameless creature has taken apprentices from us and claimed our work with them as her own.”

And so it began. Damn it all!

“That is not the case.” David pulled back his shoulders and shifted to his courtroom voice. “I am familiar with the situation. You have offered a misrepresentation of the facts. Your complaint is not the business of this meeting. It is a petition for local jurisdiction. You are not welcome to disrupt these proceedings. Leave, now.”

“You are in on this scheme to separate us from our apprentices, to foment rebellion within the Guild.” Lawlor pointed at David as if he wished to cast Fire at him, despite the fact he was an Earth Wright.

“We need to hear them out to understand this complaint!” someone from the far side shouted.

“Proper, legal grievances were filed by journeymen under these Masters, claiming they were being deprived of their rightful rank.” David strode toward the dais.

“It is not their place to decide their rightful ranks. It is the job of their teaching Master to do that,” Fergusson cried.

“It is also the role of the Master to see to the proper advancement of a journeyman and not to take advantage of their labor.” David stepped up between Sir Wilbert and Master Lewlen.

“Are you accusing us of taking advantage of them? We are doing them a favor by training them.” Lawlor pressed his hand to his chest, as though shocked and troubled by the allegation.

“The investigation has been opened according to Guild bylaws. And according to those same bylaws, the journeymen are entitled to seek the supervision of another Master until such time as the matter is settled by the Guild. All has been managed in accordance with the letter of the law.”

“No proper Master would have taken them on. Tradition demands that one Master not interfere in the teaching of another. They would have seen through the case—that it was we Masters being taken advantage of, not the journeymen—and refused them. But that one—” Master Mitchell, sweat dripping down the side of his round face, pointed a shaking finger at Rebecca. “That one, who does not even belong among us in the first place, she has readily taken them on and claims to be training them to become Full Wrights directly. What have you to say about that, missy?”

David winced. She despised being called “missy.”

Rebecca slowly stood, shoulders back, chin up. “Your journeymen came to me after presenting their complaint to Master Enright. They asked me to take them on, along with my own two apprentices. I did nothing to recruit or entice them. If anything, I discouraged them, warning them that though they came from their teaching Masters as journeymen, they would be considered as apprentice Full Wrights under my tutelage. They found that agreeable.”

“You cannot train anyone directly as a Full Wright. What manner of nonsense is this?” Lawlor’s veneer of control was slipping, his voice rising to a screech.

“It was how I was trained.” She kept her back straight and her tone level. “My Mastery work was approved by the Royal Court Guild as representing that of a Full Wright. So, I would say that it is entirely possible. I would even argue it is more effective than traditional training that limits the Skill rather than accentuating it.”

“And that’s what we get for considering a … a … woman for membership in the Guild. Disruption, chaos, and mayhem. Throwing all traditional knowledge and understanding to the wind for whatever is in her fluffy little mind and inconstant heart.” Master Lawlor threw open hands into the air as though it proved his point.

The room gasped, but seemed divided in how to respond.

“It would seem there is some discussion to be had on this matter, though that was not the point of this opening session. Perhaps the details need to be presented so that we are not distracted from more important issues.” Sir Wilbert jerked his head toward the side door.

Master McIntire hurried across the back of the room and took Rebecca’s arm, whispering in her ear as he escorted her out through the service corridor.

At least she went with him without argument. That was something.
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Chapter 27


“Ihope you don’t mind that I came. Far easier to answer your letter in person than commit a response to paper. You have presented your case quite eloquently. There’s nothing left for you to add to the conversation.” Rebecca barely recognized Master McIntire as he took her arm and guided her to the service passage.

Again! Here she was again! Her skin burned as though scoured raw, and each breath ripped at her lungs like Balthazar’s claws as she forced herself to breathe.

How was it she was in the middle of another controversy? And for it to happen during the welcome assembly? How was it possible?

The accusations were false, as ever. The product of prejudices against her, against things she could do nothing about. Precisely why her apprentices had no business performing before an audience! Maybe, just maybe, Sir Wilbert and David would see that now.

Master McIntire closed the door to the service hall, blocking out the chaos in the assembly hall behind them. She pressed her back against the cold stone wall, willing her knees to hold her up. She drew in the Earth’s chilling, staid nature, easing the raging Fire within. A single gas lamp lit the narrow space, leaving her blinking, struggling to adjust to the dim environs.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“What do you think, sir?”

“I suppose it was a ridiculous question.”

“What is happening out dere?” Birdy dashed up to her, took her hands, and held them until they stopped shaking.

“Exactly what I expected. I am sorry that you are forced to endure this ridiculous display of pride and arrogance.”

“Oh my lands, this little to-do?” Birdy waved at the closed door, chuckling. “It barely rates notice.”

“What do you mean? It is disgraceful, a threat to my, to our, standing, our existence. How can that barely rate notice?”

Birdy brushed the idea aside, head cocked with a knowing look. “That bunch of blowhards won’t get beyond their fussing and fuming to do anything. They’ll stomp and shout until they are out of wind, and hungry again. Then they’ll seek to fill their bellies and forget what all the to-do was about.”

“How can you say that?”

“When you’ve faced an ugly, biased mob, ropes in hand, ready to do ya harm, you can tell the difference.” Birdy frowned and shook her head as if trying to release an image she’d rather not replay in her mind’s eye. “That ain’t to say dey don’t mean trouble, but dey’re the type to do it da easy way. Dey’ll give up if dey meet enough resistance. I don’t expect a one of dem’ll have the backbone to actually pursue this to its ends.” Birdy waved them to follow her down the corridor, to the kitchen.

She pulled out several stools and encouraged them to sit. Even though this wasn’t Birdy’s kitchen, lacking windows and warmth and all the familiar things that made the Bird’s Nest like a second home, she’d still filled it with the familiar fragrance of her work, and the secure warmth of her presence. Everything always, always felt better in Birdy’s kitchen.

“She’s right.” Master McIntire leaned his elbows on his knees and clasped his hands. “I’ve known many of them for a long time. None of them like change, but most of them dislike effort even more, and will accept change, if resisting it is too much work. Especially if they can be persuaded, they have something to gain from it.”

“They have everything already! What could they have to gain?” Self-control, self-control. That’s what she needed to focus on now. It wasn’t McIntire’s fault that any of this was happening, and taking it out on him would be unfair after all the kindness he’d shown. Release the Fire, let it return to its natural place.

“Maybe them oldsters don’t have much to gain, but da younger ones? From what I saw, dere were as many youngsters out there as old ones. Dey’ll want a future for demselves, no?”

“One of the major issues the Conclave needs to address is the Guild coffers.” Master McIntire’s voice was barely above a whisper. Doing what he could to keep her calm, no doubt. It was kind, but galling to think he believed she needed to be managed like that. Worse still, the possibility he might be right.

“I’d read something about that in the notes that Sir Wilbert provided me, but I might not have given that as much attention as I should.”

“Perfectly understandable. The important thing to recognize is that without new blood, the Guild’s finance position will fail. Currently, the Elder Masters receive a stipend from the Guild as they stop active practice. More and more of them have chosen that route, straining the treasury. Dues from active members have always funded that. But with so few apprentices coming in, the system is strained. And we cannot increase dues any further, too many already struggle with paying them.”

“I can attest to that.”

“If we don’t increase membership soon, those stipends will cease—and that hits the Elder Masters where they live.”

“Hitting dem in the pocketbook, that’s always a sure way ta get a man’s attention.” Birdy chuckled, rolling her eyes.

“Forgive me, I do not believe we’ve been introduced. I am Master McIntire, Earth Wright out of Cambridge, and Master Enright’s first teaching Master.”

“I’m Birdy, I keep the Bird’s Nest Pub, neighbor to Rebecca here.”

“Excuse me? You are not a Wright?” He leaned back and stared at Birdy.

“It’s difficult to answer.” Rebecca rubbed both hands along her face. “She is, after a fashion, though never formally trained—”

“Not entirely true. You trained me, just the other morning, and I’ve already put it to good use.” Birdy folded her arms across her chest.

“So, she is your apprentice?”

“Not in a formal sense.”

“Is a fun idea to consider, ain’t it? I never knew nothing ’bout no Wrights nor nothing else. But I figured out me way around dis and dat, and how to make it all work better in the kitchen, dontcha know.”

“That food, it was the work of a Wright?” Master McIntire stared over Birdy’s shoulder at the table full of prepared food. “What sort of Wright does such work?”

“Of no sort. I jes’ do whatever, makin’ sure da needs bein’ met, I suppose.”

“Well, that is a remarkable discovery.” Master McIntire rubbed his hands along his stubbled jaw. He seemed so calm, but Rebecca sensed the Elements stirring about him. “Are there more out there like you?”

“We keep it quiet, you know, but yes, dere are. In most trades, I suppose, dere be a few who just seem to have a knack for things. Dey worked out how to … to make things work in dere favor.”

Master McIntire’s jaw dropped, and it took him several moments to respond. “My stars, such a thing could replenish the ranks of the Wrights.”

“But it means bringing them out in the open. You recall why Wrights were driven into hiding in the first place.” Rebecca grumbled deep in her throat.

He clucked his tongue. “Remember the Witchcraft Act that protects us now. We are beyond such persecution in our modern age.”

“People haven’t changed.” He must realize that.

“In some ways, no, they have not, but with the new advances in science and in medicine, what was once witchcraft now has other explanations. Think about it, if we continue to hide our Skill forever, we will become extinct, or forced into being the kind of Wright your friend here is. A wild Wright without training and no way to hone her Skill. There is little choice but to reveal ourselves to the world. Would it not be better to do that in a planned, organized way than to be identified by accident? And how better to do that than to control that revelation ourselves?”

Rebecca covered her face with her hands and whispered, “How do we even begin that process?”

“By demonstrating what you can do and how it can transform our situation.”

“I already told them, I cannot ask that of my apprentices. They aren’t ready for such a demand.”

“But I am,” Birdy said. “Your young man already asked me if I would do such a thing, and it seems like the sort of thing needin’ ta be done.”

“He spoke with you?”

“Well, you’d made it clear your students weren’t going to be a part of it. He respected dat, so he asked me.” Birdy seemed proud of that fact.

“I don’t know how I feel about that.”

“I can tell ya how ya should feel, but better ta leave ya ta figure it out for ya’self.”
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Chapter 28


The rest of the welcome assembly devolved into bickering, name-calling, and finger-pointing. It was for the best that McIntire had helped Rebecca remove herself from the meeting. But chances were that she now knew David’s plans with Birdy, and she would not be happy.

He had respected her wishes regarding her students. Should that not be enough for her? Was it foolish to hope that it was? That was a question to deal with after the future of the Wrights was better settled. The way things were going, it might all be a moot point.

He ran his hands through his disheveled hair. This was like dealing with Uncle Cresswell all over again. One moment everything seemed fine and stable, the next, the world was falling down around him. He’d planned his life so carefully since then, never expected to have to pick himself up from another such upheaval. Was that what the future held now?

He trudged back to Mrs. Gaskill’s boardinghouse barely in time for dinner. He ate himself full, ignoring the judgmental looks from the other boarders, and fell into bed asleep, shoes still on.
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Dawn came far too soon. Staying in bed was such an attractive alternative—despite it being ridiculous, unprofessional, and cowardly. He forced himself to change into his other suit—showing up looking like he’d slept in his clothes would not strike the right impression, though he wasn’t certain he cared at this point.

After several cups of coffee, strong, hot, and black, and a substantial breakfast, he forced himself back to the Guild office for another exciting day of civilized men acting rationally and sensibly.
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As soon as he arrived, he absconded into his office like a rat running from Balthazar. Soon enough, he would have to enter the fray, answer questions, soothe wounded pride. A few moments of quiet would sustain him in that effort.

A knock on the door and he jumped. So much for a few quiet moments. “Come in.”

McIntire, wearing his formal Guild robe and stole, sauntered in a basket of fresh buns in his hand. One deep breath confirmed they must have been Birdy’s work. “Have one. Don’t argue—you need as much as you can get to fortify you for dealing with that mob. I find controlling the urge to lash out taxes one as much as actual wrighting.”

David sighed and took a bun. Only a fool would pass up Birdy’s craft. Heavenly, sweet, yeasty, warm—comfort in the palm of his hand. “I had not noticed that, to be honest. But until recently, I didn’t find the need for such control. Life seemed to be far more settled.”

“She is a fiery one, isn’t she?” McIntire laughed as he sat near David’s desk. Cutting straight to the heart of a matter, as usual.

Please, not now. “She is true to her Element, to be sure.”

“She’s good for you. You know that, don’t you?”

“Playing with Fire is good for me?”

“You need someone as strong and stubborn as you are. There aren’t many of those around.”

David pinched his temples. Right on cue, the first throbs of what would become a memorable headache. “That is the least of my worries right now.”

“Perhaps it is the least urgent of your concerns, but that doesn’t make it less true. We can come back to that later, though. Are you ready? Sir Wilbert is about to call the meeting to order.”

“I suppose it is inevitable.” David pulled his formal black robe off the hook near the door and slipped it on. He adjusted his stole. At least he looked the part now. “Lead on.”

They strode down the hall and downstairs, the noise of the assembly growing heavy, painful, as they approached. In some ways, this was worse than train travel.

Several broad carpets had been added to the expansive meeting hall to soften some of the sound within. Anything that might help ease tempers seemed worth trying. For the same reason, a long table filled with Birdy’s offerings lined the side wall. She stood beside it, keeping the platters full.

Both efforts seemed to bring down the sensory and Elemental chaos within. Perhaps that would encourage the Wrights to listen to reason. At least it would not hurt.

Sir Wilbert, at the front of the room, caught his eye and waved him forward. The front row had been reserved for the Brighton officers, Full Wrights, his assistant, Levy Jackson, and local Master Wrights. The seat beside Sir Wilbert was open and apparently where David was to station himself. He nodded at McIntire and settled into his courtroom persona to weather the storm.

Was Rebecca even here yet? In the sea of black robes, no one stood out. There, in the second row, several in from the edge. She sat, eyes down, speaking to no one. She should be with the Brighton contingent. Had no one invited her?

That was difficult to believe of Sir Wilbert. Perhaps she had been adept enough at avoiding contact with other Wrights that they had not gotten word to her. If only he could go to her, but there was no time.

Sir Wilbert rang the chime, high and brittle and sharp today—had Sir Wilbert adjusted it for that purpose this morning? Once the room settled, he took his place behind the podium. “Wrights of Britain, we of Brighton are honored by your presence.”

Various noises, some more pleasant than others, circled through the crowd.

“You are all well aware of the serious issues that face us as Wrights. What is decided today will be the making or breaking of our kind in the years to come.”

“There you go with the dramatics again,” someone in the crowd shouted. “We’ve heard such warnings in our past, and yet we are here. There is no reason to believe that will ever change.”

Secretary McFadden of the Royal Court Guild stood, a fat portfolio under his arm. Wispy, short-cropped gray hair surrounded his thin face. His wide eyes were such a pale blue they almost matched his hair. Thinner than most Wrights, it seemed he might be carried away on the next breeze. He flicked his fingers, sending a slight breeze to rattle the chimes as he approached the dais, reminding all he was a Master Air Wright. “There is every reason to believe that the Wrights are in serious trouble. Guild Master Sir Wilbert is not exaggerating the situation.”

“So you say. Fearmongers always say such things, but have little to back it up. You have yet to present any hard evidence that the Wrights of Britain are in the level of trouble that you describe.”

“Help me with the slate.” Sir Wilbert waved at his assistant, Levy Jackson, and David to lift a huge slate on a wheeled frame, currently against the wall behind the dais, onto the platform. “I will provide you with that evidence now. Secretary McFadden, you have the information from the recent census and the historical numbers, do you not? Would you present them for review?”

Secretary McFadden handed his portfolio to David as he passed. “Hold this for me, so I can copy it to the slate?”

David held the papers as Secretary McFadden slowly drew a chart. Full Wrights, Master Wrights, Journeymen, and Apprentices across the top, dates in intervals of ten years down the left-hand side. Then the numbers. So many numbers.

Zounds! That was worse than he had realized.

McFadden turned to face the audience. “I will save you from trying to do the maths in your head. Over the last fifty years, our membership has dropped by an average of fifty percent. The number of apprentices, by more than that. These numbers are not sustainable.”

“Where did that data come from? You have invented them for your own purposes,” someone near the back corner shouted. Coward didn’t bother standing to be acknowledged.

“As part of the recent audit, each Guild Secretary was asked to provide the census numbers for their branch for the last one hundred years. I only included the last fifty years, but if I were to go back the full century, the decline is even more shocking. If any of you doubt me, I will provide access to the raw data in the Brighton Secretary’s office after the meeting.” Would have been nice if McFadden had asked for permission to use David’s office first. “If you are so inclined, you may run through the maths yourself and confirm that my calculations are correct.”

A grizzled old Wright, with the look of Earth about him, stood in the center of the room. “Then we need a push to find more apprentices.”

“You are not the first to say that. It comes up at every Conclave, that we need to find more apprentices. But you can see, it has not happened.” Sir Wilbert pointed to the numbers on the slate.

“If the Guild would offer us more support, then we Masters could put forth greater effort into discovering suitable candidates. As it is, we cannot afford to take time away from our current students and our shops to do so. Additional stipends would allow us that freedom. Our allowances have not kept up with our expenses.” The grizzled old Wright looked about for support. “The Guild must be holding on to the surplus for reasons that I do not wish to speculate upon.”

Murmurs and louder remarks of assent rose from all corners.

“Would the Royal Court Guild Treasurer, Master Edmund Wheeler, please join us?” Wilbert waved him up. “He has a report to answer that question.”

The gaslights glinted off Wheeler’s entirely bald head. Burly, not fat, he walked with a rolling step harkening to the ocean’s waves. One could almost hear them lapping as Wheeler stepped up to join Wilbert at the podium. “To continue the chart Secretary McFadden began.” He handed David yet another portfolio and papers to hold. “Underneath the census numbers, I am adding the total dues collected from each group of Wrights. In parentheses beneath the total dues, you will note the amount the Guild spends in stipends to training Masters and to retired Masters.”

Great Scott!

“For those of you who are not comfortable with such mental tabulations, let me summarize. The amount spent in pensions to retired Masters, and in allowances to training Masters, will exceed the dues taken in by most Guild branches this year. In short, there is no more money to be allocated to training Masters. If the number of Master Wrights retiring in the next few years exceeds the number who die off, there will be no money.” Treasurer Wheeler stepped back from the slate to ensure all could read it from every point in the room.

“This cannot be true.”

“With all the dues that we pay, there must be some graft, some theft involved.” Two men on the far right jumped to their feet.

“Who is responsible for the disappearance of the funds? Justice must be had, for all of us.”

“Calm yourselves, gentlemen. Like Secretary McFadden, I will provide all the accounts in the Treasurer’s office, hosted by Mr. Jackson, Sir Wilbert’s assistant, and you can see for yourselves, there has been no large-scale theft, no graft. It can all be accounted for by the declining number of new Wrights joining the Guild. The numbers are clear.”

“That is not possible! Someone is siphoning off funds into their own pocket!”

Treasurer Wheeler signaled for them to turn around the slate, and he began writing on the back. “The maths are simple. Look, the number of apprentices, journeymen, and Masters fifty years ago, multiplied by their dues, less the expense of training and retirement stipends, gives us a positive balance. Those same numbers today, with the amount of the stipends growing and the number of dues-contributing Wrights declining, work out to a negative balance. Any of you who like can go back and re-create these calculations, but you will not find it any different. We cannot sustain our current expenses.”

“I was promised an increase in my training stipend.” Another man in the back row stood.

“You cannot touch my retirement stipend. It was promised, in writing, when we were made Master Wrights. We have served the Guild faithfully with that promise in mind. How can you threaten to turn us out to the workhouses, now!” The grizzled Wright in the middle of the room cried.

More men jumped to their feet, shouting and stomping, as though arguing loudly would change the reality that the Guild faced. Finally, the Cambridge Guild Master called for a public accounting to be done.

That was going to take hours.

Ledgers and records were fetched from the offices upstairs. Paper and pencils were provided, and the counting began.

From the corner of his eye, David saw Birdy, along with several dark-robed assistants, restocking the food table. Then she carried a filled platter through the crowd, murmurs of appreciation following in her wake. She paused at Rebecca’s side, handing her a meat roll from the platter, whispering something in her ear.

How he longed to go to her, but the risk was too great.

Interminable hours later, Sir Wilbert rang the chimes again, reverberating an achingly discordant tone through the room. “Enough, enough now. The numbers have been calculated and recalculated three times, and there is no change in the results. It is as Secretary McFadden has said. The current state of the Guild, of the Wrights as a whole, is unsustainable.”

“Then what are we to do? Dues are already too high—you cannot demand more out of us.”

“No, they cannot.” Good Lord, that was Rebecca’s voice! The room stilled as she stood. “There is another way.”
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Chapter 29


Sir Wilbert beckoned Rebecca to the podium. “Master Full Wright Fuller, of the Brighton Guild, you are recognized to speak.”

Her back ramrod straight, shoulders squared, chin held proud, she strode to the front, not looking at any who stared at her. The symbols of all four Elements, embroidered in red against the black silk of her stole, reminded her she had the right to be there and a right to speak—no matter what her father’s voice shouted in the back of her mind. “Thank you, Guild Master. Your recognition is an honor.”

Sir Wilbert nodded at her. “For those of you unfamiliar with Master Fuller, she was named a Full Wright by the Royal Court Guild in London, after her Mastery project was judged anonymously by a panel of other Full Wrights.”

“When the Brighton Guild refused to recognize her for irregularities,” a whiny nasal voice called from the back.

Royal Court Guild Master, Full Wright Merlin Foster, rose to his feet. What was it about Full Wrights that made them all look like wizards as they aged? With a gray beard that reached to his waist, long grizzled hair pulled into a leather-wrapped queue, dark squinty eyes, and overgrown fingernails, he was a child’s picture-book image of a wizard—whether good or evil remained to be seen. “I oversaw the Royal Court Guild’s panel, and her Masterwork stood out among all the projects we judged in the meeting. There was no question it was the work of a Master Full Wright.”

“You have been most gracious to me, sir.” Rebecca bit back blistering frustration. “The Guild suffers from the lack of new blood, that is undeniable. The traditional means of finding new Wrights, through apprentice tradesmen, has contributed to our decline, both because it limited the search to a rapidly disappearing pool of apprentices, and it ignored those with Skill, like myself, who were not eligible for an apprenticeship.”

“Like yourself? You mean women?” someone shouted. The voice had become familiar, with many remarks resounding through the meeting.

“Yes, sir, I do. Fully half the population of potential Wrights has been overlooked because tradition has deemed it impossible for females to be Wrights. Like so many of our other traditions, this is wrong and short-sighted.”

“If you know so much, what else is wrong with our practices?” Finally, the disgruntled Wright stood, second row from the back, on the far left. The size of his nose explained his nasal voice.

He should not have asked that question. “To start, the idea that there is a native Element. Similarly, the notion that training should be restricted to that Element alone until Mastery is achieved. Only then can a Wright consider learning another Element. All of us have the capacity to be Full Wrights if we are trained properly.”

“Hogwash!”

“Nonsense! It takes years to learn the additional Elements. There’s no way that’s possible.”

“It would destroy the fabric of our society.”

“Out! Out! Get out!”

The entire back row stood and moved forward.

“Stop.” David and Sir Wilbert, together, stepped in front of her, lifting their hands. “There will be order in this assembly. Behave like gentlemen, not common thugs.”

Who were they protecting? Her, or the men converging on the dais? Either way, their action was admirable.

Grumbling and muttering, the back row sat down.

“Now let us behave like civilized beings and discuss this issue rationally,” Sir Wilbert said.

“Excuse me, sir.” A tall, gray-robed and hooded figure appeared at the service door near the food tables.

Those were apprentice robes, worn with the hoods drawn up, which was not permitted. Apprentices needed to be identified and guided by all around them.

What message was the raised hood supposed to imply?

She knew that voice.

Consarn it all!

“You are not a Master Wright, nor a Guild Officer. You do not belong here.” Sir Wilbert was suspiciously mild, considering the circumstances.

“We are aware of that, sir. As is our teaching Master. Which I expect is why we were not told about this meeting at all.” The robed apprentice stepped forward, face still hidden.

Master Lawlor jumped to his feet. “That is my stolen apprentice!”

“Not stolen. There is an unresolved grievance between us, and our Guild rules permit me to seek a Master to continue my training while the grievance is being settled.” Dwyer pulled back his hood.

Oh, merciful heavens! What were they trying to do—and what gave them the idea to do it? She flashed a quick glower at David.

Wide-eyed and jaw agape, he shrugged and shook his head.

Was it possible he knew nothing of it? He was not the type to deceive. But if he did not then, who else …

“I accepted demotion back to apprentice in order to continue my training. And I am glad I did so. May I—we,” Dwyer gestured to those standing behind him, “be permitted to show why to the Conclave?”

No! No! They were not ready! “With respect, Sir Wilbert, they are not—”

“You see, even she recognizes the stupidity of the idea. She does not want her own apprentices put to the test. What does that tell you?” Master Lawlor waved his arms as though that settled the matter.

“I am in a difficult position. I appreciate your concern for the welfare of your apprentices, but I must also consider the needs of the Guild as a whole. And for that reason, I am compelled to permit their voluntary display.” Sir Wilbert emphasized the word “voluntary” so hard none could have missed its significance.

“Sir.” David moved to stand next to Rebecca. “It has always been the right of the teaching Master to determine the readiness of an apprentice to perform any given task. What precedent are we setting by ignoring that principle?”

What had he just said? In front of such a group?

“This is an extraordinary situation, which is hardly the kind to set a precedent. In fact, let the minutes of this meeting instruct that this demonstration should in no way be used to establish any form of precedent.” Sir Wilbert waved at Levy Jackson, who had been furiously scribbling meeting minutes. “Theirs is a voluntary show of support for their teaching Master.” Sir Wilbert beckoned Dwyer and the rest with him to the platform.

Five—no, six? how could there be a sixth?—gray-draped figures made their way to the platform. All but Dwyer kept their heads down, allowing their hoods to hide their faces.

“Please, allow us to do this for you. It is only fitting for apprentices to support their esteemed teaching Master.” Dwyer faced Rebecca, a shock of black hair, as usual, falling across his eyes. “What would you have us demonstrate, Master Fuller?”

Demonstrate? She blinked several times. “Can we have focus objects for all of the Elements? They can perform the basic focus exercises for each of the Elements.”

“That is supposed to impress us?” the disgruntled back row Wright called.

Heat rose around her and the rest on the podium stepped back. “They have only been with me a few months. Could you perform all the focus exercises on all the Elements in that time?”

No one responded.

“I thought not. Their apprenticeship with me is as Full Wrights, not as a Wright to a specific Element. They will exhibit in their capacity as apprentice Full Wrights.”

Levy Jackson produced a wooden box far too readily. Neither he nor Sir Wilbert met her gaze. Were they part of this? Oh, there would be an interesting conversation to follow. Very, very interesting.

She opened the box, holding it for the audience’s examination. Within were two complete sets of traditional focus objects. David and Levy brought a table to the platform. Rebecca placed the items on the table: a polished obsidian sphere and a rough piece of limestone, a candle and an oil lamp, a storm glass and a jar of water, a candle carousel and a whirligig.

She had not introduced her apprentices to every one of these, but they should be able to manage. Hopefully. “Select your first object. I will direct you when to begin. After each exercise, you will return your focus to the table, then shift left to the next. We will continue until you have performed with each of the focus objects.”

The apprentices nodded, faces trained on the objects before them.

“And,” David cleared his throat, “you will give these apprentices the respect you would demand for your own students. What we are asking of them is outside the bounds of any apprenticeship expectations.”

“I second that,” Sir Wilbert said. “I will personally escort out any who tries to interfere with the demonstration.”

“And I will help,” Guild Master Foster added.

“As will I.” Secretary Ableson stood and added his glower to the others. What was his part in this?

“Then you may begin when you are ready, Master Fuller.” Sir Wilbert stepped aside and gestured to her and her apprentices.

“Take your first object. Hold it, reach into it, and find the Element it represents. Shape it according to your Skill.” She held her breath and bit her lower lip, focusing on the hands that reached out for the objects. Dwyer, beside him Brees, then Fenn. Emberly’s tiny rough hands were easy to spot. Brandt still had traces of burns, but mostly healed now. And those! Birdy? What was she doing among the apprentices? Utterly untrained but for that one morning in the kitchen. What good could it serve that she should be here?

Some, with greater effort than others, the apprentices shaped the stone, lit the wicks, moved the waters and spun the wind blades. They did it, they actually did it! Even Birdy raised the liquid in the storm jar, something she surely had never done before.

“Put down your objects and switch to the next.” Rebecca pressed her lips hard. This was where things could get difficult. None of them were equally comfortable with all the Elements. They might falter as they switched.

And they did.

Brandt struggled with the Water, but with notable effort, lifted the Water out of the jar and held it in his hands. Birdy’s manipulations of the obsidian were crude at best, but she left distinct fingerprints in the stone. And so the exercises continued until all the apprentices had manipulated all the objects. Everyone succeeded, to varying degrees, but they succeeded!

No, these were not flashy demonstrations of Mastery, but not a Master Wright in the room, save the few Full Wrights, could have matched their performance.

“Each of my apprentices,” she stumbled over the word, looking at Birdy’s gray-draped figure, “has successfully completed all the focus tasks. They have been training as Full Wrights for only a few months, but you can see what they have accomplished in that amount of time."

“There’s not a Full Wright among them.” The back row grumbler had to have his say.

“They are apprentices, not Master Full Wrights. They are in keeping with what an apprentice of a few months might accomplish.”

“My apprentices do better after a few months than them.” A cranky-looking Master Wright, with a gaunt, almost skeletal face and missing front teeth, stood.

“With a single Element perhaps. But could your apprentices do anything with the other Elements in that amount of time? Can you yourself perform the task they just did? In fact, if it’s such a trivial thing, why do you not come up here and show us your own performance of it?”

Birdy snorted, shoulder trembling as she held back a laugh. The apprentices stepped back as a group and gestured toward the table to welcome any who would take their place there.

“It ain’t me that’s being questioned.”

“I just questioned you, so, yes, you are being questioned. Come show us your Skill is greater than these apprentices, Master—”

“Quint, his name is Quint,” the man beside Quint jeered.

“Show us your Skill, Master Quint.” Rebecca looked him straight in the eye.

“No. I will not be treated like some common apprentice.” The coward sat down.

“These are not common apprentices! You cannot compare one who trains in a single Element against one who is training in all at once. The salient point is that it is possible to train in all the Elements at once, cutting the time to Full Mastery in half, or even less.”

“So then there are more Masters draining the coffers? What good does that do any of us?” a new voice of dissent from the middle right called without standing.

“Restricting the Guild does not benefit any of us. Keeping out Skilled young Wrights, no matter where they come from, is not helpful.”

“They will only find their own way.” Birdy flipped back her hood and stepped forward, arms crossed over her ample bosom.

The room gasped.

“You are her apprentice?” The nearest man gaped at Birdy.

“One might fancy me dat, as she has taught me a great deal in only a little time. But not formally, no.”

“You claim to be a Wright?”

“I make no claims for meself. I only claim to having a knack in the kitchen for preparing tasty food, which all of you been quite easy about helping yourselves to.” She gestured toward the tables against the wall.

“That food was Wright-wrought?”

“It were cooked by me own hands. If that makes it wrighted, well that’s for you to decide.”

Sir Wilbert cleared his throat and glared at the audience until everyone returned to their seats. “I believe the point she is making is that there are indeed Wrights in the wild, whether or not we want them to be there. We don’t need to recognize their Skill. They are already out there and not affiliated with the Guild at all.”

“It ain’t just me, neither, I know several like me, and they know several others. We are here, hiding right beneath your noses, like it or no.” Birdy flicked her nose and winked at Rebecca.

“Preposterous!”

“Dangerous!”

“We will be exposed.”

“Why would dat be? We been in the wild, as you call it, for quite some time. No one seems to be much bothered about it.”

“But they could be brought into the Guild to the benefit of all. The wild Wrights, and—” David glanced at the hooded apprentices, and Emberly and Brees pushed their hoods back. “—the women Wrights. The question is not whether they exist. They do, and nothing will change that. The question is, how will we respond?”

Levy Jackson appeared at Rebecca’s elbow. “Might I suggest this would be a propitious time to excuse you and your apprentices? They will argue long into the night, and perhaps for days to come. It might be most strategic for you to escape and rest for a bit. Sir Wilbert will send for you when your presence will be most productive.” He did not wait for her answer, but led her apprentices off to the service corridor.

This was becoming a habit she would be all too happy to break.

David caught her eye, a little apologetic, but there was pride there too, pride for her and her students.

She smiled the barest hint of a smile and followed the apprentices to the service corridor, where Birdy led them all to the kitchen.

A large worktable, laden with heaping platters, greeted them. Her mouth watered and she swallowed hard lest she drool outright.

Controlling her flamer’s temper had taken more out of her than she realized.

“Pull up the stools and help yourselves, best get your fill before they demand more out there. Funny how they’ll happily eat my food, all the while arguing whether I should exist or not,” Birdy said, helping herself to the nearest platter of Cornish pasties.

“How did you all come to be here?” Rebecca looked up and down the group. “I had been approached to have you perform, but I refused. Apprentices should not be required—”

“You can put the blame on me.” Birdy pointed to her chest. “It started with me needing help in the kitchen for this meeting, and I could hardly call in my usual girls to do the job. Your crew seemed to be the only likely source of help.”

“We all agreed, of course. Who would not want to have even a brief glance into a Conclave of Guild Masters?” Brandt’s eyes danced with mischief.

“I am not sure how, but word got out that we were in the kitchen and the next thing we knew, my uncle himself was coming in those doors, asking for introductions and petitioning us for help,” Brees said.

“The Secretary of the Cambridge Guild himself? That is noteworthy. How much pressure did he exert on you? It is irregular and against precedent for anyone to override an apprentice’s teaching Master.”

“He was no bully, if that’s what you mean.” Emberly nibbled on the edge of a gingerbread biscuit like it was the most precious treat in the world. “We all met him when he came to visit Brees at Birdy’s that day. He asked us all about our stories and our accomplishments.”

“Seemed genuinely interested in them,” Dwyer said through a mouthful.

“In private, he asked me to show him what I had learned.” Brees stared at the sausage roll in her hands. “And he was impressed with my progress. Very impressed. I didn’t think much of it when he asked if we had been called upon to demonstrate to anyone but you, but maybe he had something in mind even then.”

“Today, he said we were in a way to help the Guild proper, and to support you.” Dwyer looked over his shoulder at the other apprentices. “You’ve taught us so much, it seemed the right thing to do.”

“You realize the repercussions this might have? Your old Masters may never have you back to finish your training.” How could one feel so many conflicting things at once? Warmth, pride, frustration, annoyance and more that she could not put a name to.

“Never expected it. Master Lawlor is a stubborn old goat and not apt to change his ways. I figured it’d be you to sponsor me through to Mastery all along. And now that I understand what you can teach me, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Absolutely.” Brandt and Fenn lifted glasses toward her.

“If nothing else, where else can we go?” Brees pressed her shoulder to Emberly’s.

“I doubt either of our families will have us anymore—mine won’t.” Emberly looked at the floor.

“We don’t want to leave your instruction.” That was a great deal coming from Mr. Brandt.

“Nor me,” Birdy said.

“You, my friend, are hardly an apprentice.”

“That don’t mean I don’t wanna learn more.”

“We all do, Master Fuller.” Emberly had such a pleading look about her.

“You realize, they could throw me out tomorrow and revoke my status. Then where will we all be?”

“And they could just as well open their eyes and realize that the only way to keep their retirement stipends and other privileges is to admit more Wrights. You’ve shown them the fastest and easiest way to the ends they seem to want,” Brandt said. “I was watching the faces out there and there were far more who seemed to approve what they saw than those who objected, no matter who was yelling the loudest.”

“We have a better than middling chance of success, when all is said and done, and I think that deserves another pint, small beer though it might be.” Fenn reached for the pitcher.

“Nothing about dis matter is small beer, dearie, no matter what’s in the pitcher,” Birdy said, taking the pitcher to fill the glasses herself.
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Chapter 30


David had been prepared for the arguments to go late into the night. And if Masters Lawlor, Fergusson, and Mitchell had their druthers, they probably would have gone into next week. Those men loved the sound of their own voices. Instead, though, the meeting had closed late in the evening, with a rough consensus on several important issues, and plans for further discussions in the days to come.

David followed Sir Wilbert to his office, as the Conclave of Wrights was trickling out to their accommodations, to reconvene in the morning. Sir Wilbert ushered him inside to light the lamps as the Guild Master hung his robe on a hook by the door. Faint traces of wood polish and Sir Wilbert’s distinct cologne hung in the room. “Well, we found our shibboleth, didn’t we?” He chuckled, a thin and weary sound. “—and so early in the Conclave, no less. Puts us in an excellent position for the rest of the meetings. Did you, by chance, tell her what we were trying to do?”

“No, but I have to wonder if she suspected something. She gave them all a proper show, and a chance to voice their true opinions on not just women Wrights, but Wright training, and wild Wrights, all at once. And none were shy about revealing themselves. We now know where nearly all the Conclave stands.”

Levy Jackson slipped in, pushing a shock of dark red hair out of his eyes. “And yes, I made copious notes of who was arguing for what regarding each of the issues.” He brandished his worn notebook like a shield of honor.

“You are a wonder, Jackson.” Sir Wilbert slapped his journeyman’s shoulder. “What would I do without you, son?”

“You’d learn to take your own notes.” Jackson snickered. “You could begin practicing tomorrow—we have days, maybe weeks, more of meetings ahead.”

“He is right, it is not as though much was decided tonight.” David shed his own robes and hung them beside Sir Wilbert’s.

Sir Wilbert rolled his eyes as he arranged extra chairs near the fireplace.

Guild Master Foster and Secretary McFadden from the Royal Court Guild, and Master McIntire and Secretary Ableson from Cambridge, filtered in. Their robes set aside, they collapsed in the chairs near the fireplace. Levy Jackson stood at the sideboard, poured wine, and handed it around.

“To a job well done, gentlemen.” Guild Master Foster leaned back, crossed his ankles, and raised his glass.

“A job well done, indeed.” Sir Wilbert lifted his glass. “I must say, it was a stroke of genius to turn the conversation to the coffers. We’ve been trying to initiate that discussion for years, only to have it diverted and ignored time after time.”

“No one wants to vote to pay more dues with fewer benefits—why would they want to bring that up?” McIntire rolled his wineglass between his hands.

“Bringing it up in conjunction with the issue of female Wrights, though—that was brilliant.” Secretary McFadden sipped his wine. “No better way to open them up to the idea than to tie it to their wallets.”

“Perhaps.” Guild Master Foster traded glances with Sir Wilbert. “It somehow seems a hollow victory when it wasn’t the merits of female Wrights that swayed opinions, but mere pecuniary gains.”

“You might believe that.” Levy Jackson leaned against the edge of Sir Wilbert’s wing chair. “Given what I heard in the ranks, though, there were many happy to lean on a politically acceptable excuse to support changes they believe in at a more fundamental level.”

“Really?” Foster asked.

“Many of the younger Officers and Master Wrights have been frustrated with the state of the Guild for quite some time. Now that the conversation has started, who knows where it will take us? Personally, I expect, over the next several days, we’re going to find more committed support for opening membership for its own sake, both to women and to wild Wrights—which I must say, has been the surprise of the evening. Stroke of genius letting that cat out of the bag first thing.” Secretary McFadden raised his glass to Sir Wilbert.

“I disagree.” Master McIntire stared into his wine. “The real stroke of genius was in getting those apprentices to show firsthand what they could do. I tell you, seeing what she did with them—”

“You are welcome.” Ableson’s lips lifted in a wry smile.

“So you were the driving force? You have no idea how we tried to make that happen ourselves.” David watched both Sir Wilbert and Ableson—who would be the first to flinch?

“Never underestimate the resources of a determined Wright, eh?” Sir Wilbert laughed and took a long draw from his glass, avoiding David’s eyes.

Yes, there would be a conversation to be had, but that was for later.

“Watching them move from Element to Element? I knew my niece had some Skill, but I couldn’t have predicted how far she would come in so little time.” Ableson swirled his wine. “It was not a popular move in the family for her to come to Brighton. But now that I see what has been accomplished, I can have no further objections.”

“I am sure Miss Ableson will appreciate hearing that.” David cocked a brow toward Secretary Ableson. How quickly he had changed his tune toward his niece’s apprenticeship.

“Having that flame-tamer address the group as you did was also brilliant. I’m still agog at her not only finding a Wright in the wild, but being able to train her, too. I would have bet borrowed money that such a thing was impossible.” Guild Master Foster leaned forward, elbows on knees. “It took guts putting a spitfire like that on the platform, but she did you proud.”

It would have been nice if he had recognized her by name. David would address that with Foster tomorrow.

“That she did. She was calm, well-reasoned and rational. I swear, Enright, I hardly knew her. Whatever have you done with her?” Sir Wilbert laughed.

David gritted his teeth and forced back the glare he wanted to deliver to something more appropriate for the present company. Should he tell them no one had planned it—that she was acting on her own counsel? No, Sir Wilbert would rather have the others believe he had been in control of the situation. But David would make sure Wilbert realized the truth later. “I am not sure I like your tone, sir. May I suggest it is you who have changed in your perception of her, especially now that you can appreciate what an asset she and her students bring to your branch of the Guild? Not to mention the notoriety.”

“Spoken like a man besotted.” Sir Wilbert laughed again. “You need to get on with it, Enright, before a bolder man than you sweeps in and steals her away.”

David glowered, but the truth was, late in the day, there were a few looks she’d received from the crowd that left him uneasy.

“She your girl?” Guild Master Foster’s bushy eyebrows rose. “I had no idea.”

“We are courting.”

“I don’t presume to tell you what to do, young man, but I heard several from my chapter asking how they might get an introduction to her.” The smug glint in Foster’s eye—maddening!

“You must be joking.”

“Hardly. If I were a bit younger,” Foster thumbed his lapels, “I’d be seeking an introduction myself.”

David bristled and searched for words which fled as he reached for them.

“Don’t torment him. It isn’t necessary,” McIntire scolded, but the look he gave David said, I told you.

“I am not tormenting him. It is an honest warning. Much as I admire you, young Enright, to be frank, you are not a romantical hero who will find his way easily among the fairer sex, are you? It would be a shame for you to be passed over for a showier fellow.” Such a fatherly tone Foster adopted.

“Master Fuller is not one to attend to what is showy. There is far more to her than that.”

“But will you be saying that when some other man takes her down the aisle?” Foster glanced at the others, who seemed to agree.

Sir Wilbert lifted open hands. “You see, it is not just I who sees this. And no, I did not put him up to it.”

David pinched the bridge of his nose. “You will excuse me. It has been a long day. And tomorrow promises to be another full one.” He drank the last of his wine and left.

Oh, this was tiresome, excessively tiresome. All this poking and meddling in his private affairs. He had never asked for their advice. He did not want their advice.

What he wanted was peace and quiet … and Rebecca.

If she was still speaking to him.

There had been no chance to talk since they had argued. Hopefully, she had believed him when they exchanged glances on the platform, that he had nothing to do with the apprentices demonstrating their Skill to the Conclave.

If she could not trust him to have respected her opinion; if she thought he would go behind her back; if she believed he was the sort of man to insist on having his way, then what point was there in continuing?

He walked past her office. The door was open. An animated conversation floated into the hall.

“I cannot take credit for that approach to training. It was my father’s, and I am only working from what he taught me.”

He peeked in. She was sitting on the edge of her desk. Two Master Full Wrights from other Guild chapters stood far too close, hanging off her every word. They were well-dressed and well-spoken men. At least during the Conclave, they had been supportive of Rebecca’s causes.

He should wait to be acknowledged, to be invited in, but not today. “Good evening.”

The two men turned toward him, like boys caught somewhere they were not supposed to be. “Enright, good to see you. You and Sir Wilbert have done a fine job with this Conclave. Never seen the Guild come to such efficient, clear conclusions before.”

Rebecca snorted into her fist.

“You might think that an exaggeration,” one of the men said, “but it is entirely true. For the Wrights, this is the peak of efficiency.”

“And you consider efficiency a thing of beauty, do you not, Master Enright?” she said, eyebrow raised, that lovely note of mischief in her voice.

“I may have been known to say that. Once or twice.”

She smiled at him. Smiled, not the thin, taxed imitation of a smile she had used during the meetings, but a genuine expression of approval, warmth, even delight. He swallowed hard.

“You will forgive me, gentlemen, but it has been a long day, and I should tend to my apprentices. No telling what they may be getting themselves up to after their success today.”

“They are all probably too tired to think straight. I imagine they have stuffed themselves silly and passed out, hopefully someplace not too embarrassing. Might I walk you home?” the taller of the two men asked.

She glanced briefly at David.

“I am afraid I’ve already claimed that honor.” David stepped closer.

“Perhaps another time, then.” The two men bowed and departed, a little crestfallen. But the determined set of their shoulders only seemed to prove the Guild Masters’ point.

She put on her hat and wrap and took his proffered arm. In a few moments, they were under the moonlight, in the warm glow of the gas lamps along the street. Despite the crisp chill in the air, the warmth of her presence made the night air comfortable.

“It has been an eventful day.” Not the most imaginative thing to say, to be sure, but it was a start.

“That is one way to put it. All in all, though, I would argue it’s positive. Certainly, there is a great deal more to be hashed out, but it no longer seems like the Guild is ready to ban female Wrights—”

“Or the dues they could add to the coffers.” He chuckled, rubbing his fist to his chin.

“It would have been more satisfying had the victory rested on our merits rather than our pocketbooks.” She sighed. “But I suppose I should be grateful for our first triumph, whatever the reason.”

“A success for the wrong reasons is not as pleasing as one for the right reasons. I can appreciate that. But as you suggest, it is a victory nonetheless. I hope it is the first of many more to come.”

They walked another block in aching silence. He laid his hand over hers on his arm.

Might as well get it over with. “Are you still angry with me? We have not spoken since that night, and I am not clever enough to understand what to make of it all now.”

“It was Secretary Ableson, not you, who interfered with my apprentices and caused them to be up on the platform performing to an audience. Birdy told me you asked for her help in the meeting.”

“And what do you think of those facts?”

“Birdy is not my apprentice, although she may have posed in that role at the meeting. So … so … while I am not sure I like you talking to her, you honored my wishes about my apprentices. That must have been difficult for you when you did not agree with me.”

“No, I did not. But you will also not hear me gloat I was right, either. I can better appreciate the risk to your students now. You were wise to be protective of them. I am not ashamed to say it.”

“And I grant that you had a sound argument as well.”

The constriction in his chest released like a heavy leather belt breaking, and he laughed deep from his belly. “Listen to us! What a pair we make. Discussing the rationality of our arguments as though neither of us was impassioned about the issues involved.”

“It is unique, I admit.”

“There’s no one else with whom I could share such a discussion … and feel it was an honest and heartfelt endeavor and not a mere exercise in civility.”

“You know I rarely engage in mere exercises in civility.” She dropped her gaze and shook her head. “Certainly not the sort of thing those two Full Wrights who stalked me to my office would understand.”

“Were they harassing you?”

“I would not use that word, but they were like a pair of stray dogs sniffing around for offal in the alleyway.”

“You are hardly to be compared to something found in an alley. I take umbrage at that.” He stopped and caught her gaze.

“A day ago, they would have passed me on the street and not even stepped aside to let me pass. Today they followed me to my office hoping for some notice or something … It was uncomfortable.”

“You did not like the attention?”

“I do not want their attention.”

He swallowed back the lump in his throat. “Do you still want mine?”

Three long breaths passed.

“Have you forgiven me for disagreeing with you?”

“I wouldn’t forgive you if you didn’t speak your mind. I don’t like to disagree, but I would rather have that than some vapid little mouse on my arm who pretends to agree with everything I say while figuring out how to go behind my back to get what she wants.”

“It sounds like you have some experience with that type.”

“Enough to be certain I don’t want that. Bless it all, Rebecca, I know what I want, and it’s you. If you will have me. Enough of this tiptoeing around courting. Tell me now, will you be my wife? Stubborn, fiery-tempered, and strong, exactly as you are, Master Full Wright Rebecca Fuller, will you be my wife?”

“That is the most romantically unromantic proposal I have ever heard of.”

“True enough, but can you expect anything else from me?”

“No, it is exactly what I expect.” She walked several more steps, then stopped. “I like knowing what to expect.” She looked up at him, the gaslight catching her full expression as she smiled with her entire being. “And it is perfect. Yes, I will be your wife.”

He leaned down and kissed her, warm and welcome. Everything was now right in the world. “Heaven help the Guild—they won’t know what to do with us.”
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New adventures for Rebecca and David are coming soon!

While you wait, check out Rebecca and Birdy's story here.
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