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Chapter 1


          

          JANUARY 18TH, 1928 AT THE CRYSTAL CAVE, LONDON

        

      

    

    
      “Five minutes to prep, Miss Vega.” The call came from just outside her dressing room.

      “Be right out, Bob.” Vega stretched, reaching out one hand for a dressing gown to go over her frock. She’d be fine once the evening got started, with the warmth of bodies crowded in to have a good time, but right now, she’d take a chill without it. Vega and her voice had no time for that. She heard Bob continue down the hall, the particular rhythm of steps, knock, and call. Perhaps sometime she’d make up a dance and song of it, for fun.

      It felt good to be back in the routine from before the holidays. She’d just had two glorious nights off— and also the days, of course— and she’d spent almost all of them asleep. Or having a good meal before going back to sleep. Mama referred to it as her cat phase. Vega had sung her voice to threads. She’d gone through six pairs of dancing shoes between the middle of December and Sunday night. Certainly, she’d earned every bit of a rest. Now, she didn’t rush, but she didn’t dally either.

      Within a minute, she was out on the main dance floor, glancing around. “That chair from Saturday?” Vega gestured with her entire hand, never just her finger. Old habits stuck, and with good reason. Then she caught who was standing up from checking on one of the charmlights on the stage. “Oh, and how’s your wife, Jack?”

      “Solid as a rock now, Miss Vega.” Jack was the club’s handyman, among a number of other skills. “And thank you for asking. She’s doing much better now, just a brief bad turn. That tea you sent along seems to have done a treat.”

      “Oh, I’m glad.” He’d been off last Sunday, and she’d been worried that it meant his wife had been worse.

      The other performers trickled in from the dressing rooms, some of them still coming alive for the evening. Most of them, honestly. None of them was a lark, most of them woke sometime in the mid-afternoon before getting ready for an evening of entertainment that would stretch to near enough dawn some nights.

      She didn’t yet know enough about most of them to know what they did on their days off. She’d started at the Crystal Cave in the middle of October. It took people a bit to warm up, and see what a new performer at the top of the bill was like. And then they’d gone into the flurry of the holidays, with not much time to talk about anything other than the night’s performances and adjustments. Vega certainly hadn’t shared her plans then. Now she was back to a more relaxed schedule, which would probably help with the social ties. She also hoped she could get a night or two to go out to Astralis, the family estate. She could see her parents and aunts and uncles and cousins. And look at stars. Stars were in very short supply in London’s air and lights. They’d understood that she couldn’t get back for the halcyon days and all those rituals. She knew what the life she’d chosen meant. That didn’t mean she hadn’t missed being there.

      Now, she put on a smile— an honest one, really— and made all the polite chit-chat. Her name might be top of the bill at the moment. But she refused to be the sort who swept in, demanded the world, and stomped on everyone on her way by. For one thing, it was a way to leave a trail of enemies in her wake, and Grandmother Alcyone definitely would not approve of that. For another, it simply wasn’t how Vega wanted to be in the world. It soured her music and her magic. That was something she would never tolerate.

      Now, though, Ivy and Charles Hessian were coming her way. She wriggled her fingers at them. “Evening!” They did an excellent dance set, as well as a rather more demanding part: each of them would draw a partner or two from the crowd onto the dance floor to get things started. “You look pleased, Ivy?”

      “Oh, I am. You remember how that young— well— had his hands all over me, Saturday?” Ivy said. It was an undeniable challenge of the profession, even if Vega mostly ducked it by being up on stage.

      “And came back on Sunday,” Vega agreed. “Wait, did you find out who he is?”

      Charles slipped his arm around his wife. “Oh, better than that. That’s just one ill-mannered boor, and there doesn’t seem to be a shortage. Madam Helena introduced us to a talisman maker, the sort who doesn’t charge the sun and the moon. He worked up a piece that should help. We picked it up this afternoon.”

      Ivy gave a little shimmy, making her frock glitter under the translucent wrap. “Makes it more and more uncomfortable, if the hands aren’t where they’re supposed to be. We had to do a bit of testing, but it’s working a treat.” She gestured at a piece that hung at the back of her neck, the necklace clasp, then a piece pinned just at the waistline at the back. “If a gentleman keeps his hand where he ought, no problem. If they wander, well.” She shrugged, with a put-on wide-eyed innocence.

      “Oh, I’m glad.” Vega was. The Crystal Cave was far better at handling that sort of thing than a number of clubs Vega had sung in. And of course, a magical club had options that a non-magical one didn’t. The staff had many more options to summon help. Madam Helena, who ran the place, did not look kindly on boors.

      But everyone had a first time to misbehave, or get too drunk, or whatever else led them astray, and those were always unpleasant to deal with. And sometimes people had power or a position that meant they couldn’t just be shown the door without consequences. “He might get quite a lot of other business if it works as you say.”

      Ivy laughed. “We pointed that out. If you need a piece, you let me know. I’ll introduce you.”

      Vega nodded. That sort of magic wouldn’t work reliably for her, not without a number of adjustments. But perhaps she’d have a reason to do that at some point, or enough in the way of funds she could experiment. She did well for herself, these days, but not so well she could pay for talismans that were purely a curiosity, not a need. Not if she was taking the necessary long view about her career and her life. “I’ll think about it. And I want to see how it works, too!”

      “Did you do anything with your days off? You keep saying you mean to go to one of the museums.” Charles leaned forward a little, twisting on one foot, warming up lightly.

      “I slept.” Vega said, given a cheerful stretch. “I mean, most of the time. There was a book. And my usual vocal practice.” That was, in her life, a thing more like eating supper, so habitual she didn’t write it out on a list of tasks for the day. She laughed, deliberately keeping it light. “Oh, I see Pasco. I need to ask him about that illusion in the third set.”

      Pasco, the club’s illusionist, was a good bit older than most of the other performers. Of course, he wasn’t generally on stage. And when it came to illusion work, age and experience counted for quite a bit. Vega had found him just as competent as Madam Helena had promised when she took the contract here. Now, he peered at her over his pince-nez glasses, then made a slight gesture at a bow. “Good evening.”

      Vega tilted her head, because those were all the signs of someone who was nervous she was about to be difficult. She spread her hands. “I wanted to thank you for Sunday. And to check about that set of flowers. I thought it worked well except for my feet. Can we just gesture at the sequence, so I can avoid stepping on them? It breaks the magic of it. Your illusions are good enough that I worry I’m going to slip on the petals.” The combination of the practicality and the compliment did what Vega hoped, and won her a bit more relaxed smile.

      “Ah. Yes.” He took a step back, considering, and then gestured at the illusion work as she took up a position as she would be on stage. They didn’t need to work around a microphone or cords, thanks to the magic in play, but she needed to avoid stumbling over one of the musicians or down the stairs. She took a couple of steps, wordlessly singing the tune, dah-da-da-dee, dah-dah-dee.

      As she sang softly, Pasco did the equivalent with the illusion, just splotches of colours rather than any detail. They’d save that for when there were people to see and hear and applaud and hopefully toss a little in as a tip. When it came toward the end of the last chorus, she adjusted and watched Pasco do the same. The flowers cascaded down the side of her calf, away onto the floor beside her.

      When she got to the end, and the little side to side sway before the pose that finished the song, he nodded. “Much better effect.”

      “Excellent. I knew it would be simple for you to figure out something that worked.” Then she tilted her head. “Bad evening?”

      “Some are better at joining our circle than others.” Pasco didn’t have to name names. They’d had a new singer start just after New Year’s. She wasn’t anything like Vega’s competition; she had a different style of singing, for one thing. For another, Vega’s skills were rather better. Camille would ruin her voice in a few years, if she kept on like she did. It was mostly lazy technique on her part. Potentially also the way she put on a French accent Vega suspected wasn’t entirely honestly come by.

      There was nothing wrong with being a performer, certainly not in a room of them. There was, however, a problem when someone made themselves difficult, treated the other performers like their own personal props, particularly when they didn’t have the draw to back it up. Now, Vega offered a smile, glanced up to discover Camille had finally deigned to join the rest of them, and leaned to kiss Pasco on the cheek. “You let me know if you need an ally in reminding her of how we do things here, all right?”

      He snorted, then stepped back as Madam Helena came down the stairs. They were, as usual, on the ground floor, which held the larger dance floor and tables. The kitchens and dressing rooms were downstairs, with the bar and stage upstairs. Madame Helena’s private office and rooms were on the second floor, with a lift tucked into the back of the building for her use, and occasionally also for a few special guests.

      The club owner was impeccably dressed. Of course, she always was, with a good two dozen gowns she rotated, depending on season, mood, and day of the week. Tonight’s, for Wednesday, was a shockingly bright blue, with a deeper blue sapphire at her neck and wrists. Vega had never had a chance to look closely enough to figure out if they were truly gems or excellent paste. Honestly it didn’t matter. The effect did everything needed.

      “Good evening, good evening. Usual order tonight. Please be ready. We’ve two birthday celebrations, one arriving around half-ten, the other expected around midnight. It’s a Wednesday, so likely not the young men. But I gather we might get a party in the first half of the evening after a supper out, some sort of minor diplomatic gathering. Wilkes, at the Ministry, let me know, of course.”

      The Crystal Cave was the best of London’s magical night clubs. There were two others that had far less in the way of entertainment, only one or two performers on any given night. As such, if there were meetings in London that included both magical and non-magical sorts, the magical ones often ended up here. It worked well whether they needed a celebration or to drown their sorrows.

      The Ministry folks, both the men and women, tended to be easy to deal with. If they drank too much, they were morose rather than combative. It was far simpler to stick a napkin over her shoulder to protect her frock and let someone cry on her shoulder than to let Madam Helena’s doormen deal with the problem.

      No one in the loose circle spoke up with any concerns. It was a quiet night, or at least looked to be. A good way to ease back into the swing of things. And of course, the joy of a nightclub was never knowing who might walk in the door. Madam Helena glanced around, then nodded. “Excellent. Off you go. We open the doors in thirty minutes.”

      Just enough time for everyone to finish their cosmetics and charms, and to do whatever warmup they required. Vega went promptly off to her dressing room, drank half a glass of water, and then went through her own preparations. When the chime sounded to let her know the club had opened, she was ready to begin, settled on the sofa with her feet up until time for her first set. She could hear the jazz band start up above her, a comfortable warm sound that set the tone for the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

          THAT EVENING

        

      

    

    
      The first set went well. Vega was pleased with how her voice was tonight. Just a bit of a pleasant burr on the low notes, the sultry tones that kept young men— and a number of others— coming back. Madame Helena appreciated that a great deal. Vega retreated to her dressing room for some sparkling water and a chance to put her feet up, but at eleven, she was back out on stage.

      The room was near enough full, a pleasant surprise on a Wednesday. As Vega made her way through the tables, the charmlight illuminating her, she glimpsed entirely familiar faces at one table. They were with a group of women, friends who came in regularly, but that was absolutely Aunt Ancha and Uncle Thuban. She didn’t do more than nod as she went past. First things first.

      The second set was better than the first in every way. The band was glorious, especially the improvisations. Benjy, the trumpeter, had a gift for not having the trumpet shout over the other instruments, which meant she’d been able to hear Kevin Stafford, the guitarist, clearly. Always the last name, with the Kevins, there being two working at the Cave right now. He’d been a relatively recent addition, a few months before Vega had started. But he’d fit right in, and the band took his suggestions seriously.

      Vega herself was in full voice, her entire range, sliding from pitch to pitch with perfection. And the illusions were absolutely exquisite. Vega heard the oohs from the crowd, and the way the conversation went quiet. That was the highest compliment in a club like this, when people paid attention to the performance out of all the other options in the room.

      This set was drawing from a tradition of magical ballads and gesturing at a dozen pieces of folklore and myth. She brought the last note to the end, then wriggled her fingers. “I’ll be out again around midnight for the last time tonight. Do have a delightful time, darlings, but stay to see me, do!” There was an art to being direct without being uncomfortable.

      She half-danced her way back, pausing behind the curtain from the staff stairs to see what happened next. One of the dance mistresses— her name was Holly, Vega didn’t know her well yet— stopped by the table her aunt and uncle were at. Uncle Thuban passed her something, and Holly came straight back toward the stairs.

      Vega took another step or two down to make some room, only for Holly to squeak when she ducked through the curtain, “Pardon, Miss Vega. Erm. That gentleman, did you see? Is this the sort of thing I ought to take to Ed?”

      Ed was one of the doormen. Vega laughed and shook her head. “That’s one of my uncles. I’ve no idea what he’s doing here. Was that a note? Thanks for checking, though. You can never tell just from how someone looks, if one of us wants to talk to them. Or you, too, I’m guessing, the way the boys looked last Sunday.”

      Holly ducked her chin. “Ed had to shoo two of them out. Oh, and that Fred called by, said he’d be by at the usual. I know Jack took the note back to your dressing room. He and I were just chatting when it came in.”

      “Oh, excellent. He’s a reliable cabbie, if you need one. Keeps his hands to himself, likes having a fare who won’t be difficult. He goes to visit his mum, some seaside town, so he’s been away for a week or so.”

      “Coo, you do know them all. Oh. They’re starting up. Beg pardon!” Holly ducked her head, then disappeared out the curtain again. Her heel kicked up behind her as she stepped out and picked up the steps of the dance for some of the partnered dancing. Her job was to draw young men up into a dance without leading them on to expect more than they ought. At a place like this, with people keeping an eye out, it was a good job if one could keep people happy enough to tip a bit.

      The note said more or less what Vega suspected. They’d like a word, when she was done for the evening, if convenient. Or tomorrow during the day, if tonight was impossible. Staying in town, apparently, though neither of them mentioned which hotel. Vega went and rummaged for paper and a fountain pen, writing a note to ask them to come back after her last set. The late hour wouldn’t be a bother for them, at least. They were used to being up into the wee hours. The next waiter to come by took the note for her, and she saw Uncle Thuban glance at it, nod, and sign briefly that they’d do so.

      The prospect of having someone back meant that she went and asked for a tray with something to drink and something to nibble on, to be brought once she went out for the last set. And she had a good tidy of her dressing table, so everything would be ready for tomorrow. Her family approved of having one’s tools in order. It meant Vega only had ten minutes to sit down at the end, but no matter. It was the end of the night and early in the week, she’d manage.

      The third set went swimmingly, people swaying a little at two faster songs, then leaning back and listening at the intense one. She finished with something cheerful and hopeful, putting a little edge of magic into it so people would leave in a good mood. It seemed a small thing, but a bit of hope and sunny good will went a long way some nights. Nothing false, that was the trick. Just following a thread of possibility where it might lead.

      Once she got back into the staff hall, she waited, and just as she expected, her aunt and uncle were shown along promptly. “Aunt Ancha, Uncle Thuban. Do come down to my dressing room? No problem with the stairs?” Vega wanted to make it clear there would be no discussion in the public spaces, by sheer force of will. Other than the pleasantries, her aunt and uncle followed her lead.

      She led them into the dressing room, then turned, pulling up the warding and the privacy charms. “We’ve an hour comfortably, a bit more if I let them know. Will that be agreeable?” Vega turned to pull on a dressing gown, then to step from the heels into slippers, and she couldn’t quite repress the sound of pleasure. The heels were as comfortable as magic could make them, which was to say, very. But she also loved the moment where her feet could bend and arch on their own.

      “That should be more than enough for a moment. We don’t wish to put you out.” There was a tiny hesitation before he added, and she thought honestly enough, but as if he were a bit surprised, “We’ve not had a chance to hear you before. And the club seems well-run.” Uncle Thuban was making every attempt to be pleasant, and it was succeeding, of course. Vega knew perfectly well he was even more expert in the arts of incantation than she was.

      “Not that we’ve a wide range of experience, but one hears stories,” Aunt Ancha agreed.

      “The owner, Madam Helena, she handles all manner of details smoothly. And honestly, it’s tremendously helpful that we’re entirely magical. We’ve not nearly the worries about police raids or what have you that the non-magical clubs have.” Those were about drugs more than anything else, and the challenges of the magical community were a bit different. “She owns the building. We’ve steady guests. There’s a membership fee, though obviously, people can pay at the door for a night.” As they would have done. “And the rare times there are problems, we’ve more ways to handle that. Mostly, it’s someone with wandering hands or no sense of manners.” Then her chin came up. “It was rather a triumph, becoming top of the bill here.”

      “You’ve obviously earned it.” Her aunt’s voice was warm now. “Actually, we are here because we are hoping you’ll be in London for a bit, with perhaps some time for a small quest.”

      “Quests are never small, Aunt Ancha,” Vega said as clearly as she could.

      It made both her aunt and uncle laugh, which at least suggested that whatever quality the quest had, it was not imminently dire. Though with the family’s sense of humour, it could be a trifle hard to tell. Uncle Thuban shook his head. “We’re honestly not sure what the proper word is. Quest, certainly, but the size and scope are harder. May I just explain, and then have you ask whatever questions you might have?”

      Vega considered for only a moment, then nodded. It would certainly be more efficient. She wanted to rest her voice a little before talking more. And also have one or two of the little pastries. The kitchens had a genuine gift for them.

      “Oh, yes.” Aunt Ancha was glancing around. Vega made a point of decorating wherever she landed, at least a little. This time, she’d chosen prints of London on the walls, generally covering the dingier spots in the paint. There was a glorious velvet sofa along the niche across from the door, her dressing room, and a couple of footstools that served well enough for seating.

      Vega gestured her aunt and uncle to the sofa. And of course, there were a few charms to personalise the place. The stars, spread across the ceiling, were shining just brightly enough to be visible right now. Vega, the star she was named for, hovered over where she sat when she was at the dressing table.

      “Please, sit.” Uncle Thuban stood, not taking the indicated place. “You’ve worked hard this evening. May I take one of these?” Vega nodded. He sat and her aunt did the same, leaving Vega more comfortable but also more than a little puzzled. Aunt Ancha also took it on herself to distribute the drinks on the tray, passing around the plate with some sort of cheese and bread. Then, more confusing, they gave her time to eat and drink.

      Only once she’d set down her glass did Uncle Thuban clear his throat again and start speaking. “In brief, we— the family— have become aware that there may be some artefact associated with Grandmother Alcyone come to light in London. Or if not actually to light, nearer to the surface or to people or some such thing. We are not sure of the shape of it, or the size. Other than it’s likely something designed to be carried by one person, perhaps the size of an urn or chalice or plate or something of the kind. Perhaps a piece of jewellery. Larger than a ring or pendant, however.”

      “And you don’t know the material, either?” Vega found that vagueness odd. Both Aunt Ancha and Uncle Thuban shook their heads no in unison.

      “Now, as you know, most of us can’t entirely tolerate the city for long. You, obviously, have found ways to manage. But we’re hoping you might as well... What’s the word?” Uncle Thuban at least was making the reason for asking her more clear. That was something.

      “Notice if anything tugs or pulls, one way or another. If it’s the object we believe it is, that should be quite noticeable when you’re nearby. A hundred feet or two, in any direction. We suspect it’s buried, or at least that’s by far the most logical.” Aunt Ancha’s voice was crisp.

      Vega could see a number of gaps in this information, enough to have an entire brass band march through. Massive drums and euphoniums and tubas and all. “What precisely does this thing do? And how old is it? How do you know anything about it?” She did, in fact, have a number of questions, and they would not wait.

      Uncle Thuban spread his hands. “We’ve additional information for you to read, if you wish. Notes and references, and such. But in brief, we believe it was a gift from Grandmother Alcyone, intended to help stabilise a number of magical effects. Created in or for the Jupiter-Uranus conjunction early in Aries, in 588 or so.”

      Vega knew her London history well enough for that, certainly. “Around the time that the Romans had absolutely left London, and before any of the later settlements.”

      “Just so,” Aunt Ancha agreed. “We’re not sure how the effect works now. It may shift the magic around it, or make itself more attractive to get more range. We don’t believe it’s dangerous to handle, but it may be tricky to find.”

      “And,” Uncle Thuban cleared his throat, “It’s not the sort of thing we want in hands that won’t use it well. It’s the sort of magic that can be twisted, more easily than we’d like.” He then spread his hands out. “There are some hints from the divinations that other people might be interested in it. Nothing direct, you know how it goes. Depending on what it actually does, it might interest a number of different parties.”

      Vega frowned. “Is it dangerous?”

      “How do you define danger?” Aunt Acha replied, her voice fairly steady. “No item from the Grandmothers is entirely safe, certainly not tame. Would it harm you if you found it? Likely not. Besides, you know how to handle it, where to bring it.”

      “Better me than other people, then,” Vega agreed. That set of maths was entirely obvious.

      Her uncle nodded and then moved into the practicalities. “You may draw on the resources of Alcyone’s line, whether that’s funds, introductions, whatever else we can offer, while working on this. Though we also expect you may have connections we don’t.” He gestured at the club, as an example, and that was true enough. “And if you are successful, it would be, mmm. Notable for whatever you wanted to do next. Not that we expect you to stop singing anytime soon.”

      “Good.” Vega nodded at the last. “I’m glad everyone’s clear about that.”

      “Oh, we might see if you could take on a larger role next November, if it’s at all possible to get free for the night. Or perhaps one of the summer rites. I’m sure that the other lines don’t have someone with your voice at the moment.” Aunt Ancha obviously had her eye on a spot of social and magical bragging, but it wasn’t as if Vega minded that in the right cause. Then her aunt focused on her, intently. “Will you?”

      Vega had known what her answer would likely be as soon as they asked. It was possible to turn down this sort of request, but it had consequences. And besides, she was more than a little curious. “Yes. Unless I find something in those notes that makes it clear I’m not the right person for it.”

      “Ah, we’d expect nothing less. You are as well-trained as any in the family, after all.” Aunt Ancha’s voice had the warm approval again.

      That was another compliment, the sort that Vega felt she had not entirely earned, but she would not argue with it right now. “May I walk you out and help you find a cab? The doormen know how to find an excellent driver.”

      “Oh, please don’t dress to be seen again.” Aunt Ancha stood, coming to kiss her cheek. “If you could show us back to where we can get our coats?”

      “Easily done from here.” Vega said, accepting a kiss on the other cheek from Uncle Thuban. He removed a rather large folder of material from somewhere and left it on the footstool for her. She slid her feet into the slippers, lowered the warding, and then walked them out to the ground floor. She showed them the door for the coat girl and where to get a cab. Once they were properly gone, she retreated to her dressing room and refused to look at the folder. It would be better to do it in her own rooms once she’d had some sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

          JANUARY 19TH IN TRELLECH

        

      

    

    
      Farran knocked on the door frame at half one, the two knocks that Master Philemon preferred. When his apprentice master looked up from the other side of the massive oak desk, Farran said, promptly, “Amrut said you wanted to see me, sir. Is now a good time?”

      As always, everything on Master Philemon’s desk was in its proper place. A few papers out in front of him, a leather portfolio to one side, one photograph of his family and an intricately carved stone vase holding three silk flowers. Not real ones, of course. The chance of some pollen or dust affecting a piece of art was too high.

      Farran had the usual twitch of wanting to make sure he was tidy. But he’d done that, in the mirror, before he knocked. His shirt was clean, his collar white, the suit impeccably fitted, his shoes polished. His hair was tidy, not sticking up anywhere, a hair longer than the non-magical man might wear it, but short enough to not attract too much comment outside of Trellech. He looked like any other man entering his later twenties, as he should. He looked, in a word, respectable and cultured, the sort who could be trusted with valuable art and artefacts.

      Master Philemon’s reply was immediate. “Yes, you’re right when I expected, as always. Come in, close the door if you would.” Farran did so, unsure how to take that request at the moment. The door being closed could mean some private item to be discussed, or it could be something he’d done wrong.

      Not that there had been many of those in the last year, but the memory of his first apprenticeship kept lurking unreasonably fiercely. In other offices in other buildings, there might have been an offer of tea. Here, all that sort of thing was kept to the lounge down the hall, far away from any art, artefacts, books, papers, or whatever else the auction house might be dealing with at the moment.

      “Oh, don’t be alarmed. This is the same conversation I’ve had recently with the others. You started a bit behind them. That is why you’re last on the list, but you’ve more than made up enough time to make it worth talking about now.” Master Philemon gestured at the chair, and Farran sank into it. “No need to take notes, just chat. If there are lists and such, we’ll do that together.”

      “Sir.” Farran sank into the chair— a remarkably comfortable one, given the formal style— and then folded his hands in his lap before looking up. “Amrut had mentioned you’d talked, and then Percy and Nathan.”

      “Just so.” Master Philemon leaned forward, then he said more gently. “This still makes you nervous.”

      “Yes, sir.” There was no use lying about it. For one thing, this was Master Philemon, who had been nothing but kind to Farran, explaining all the intricacies of an auction house’s many tasks. And for another, any of the senior masters were highly skilled at reading an expression as they could identify a work of art, the maker, and whatever repairs needed investigating. “Beg pardon.”

      “Ah, it’s not your fault, is it?” Master Philemon shook his head. “Let me say, then, before anything else, that we, all the senior masters, are pleased with your work. We are considering several options for your future, but none of them are quite at fruition yet. So this, today, is both to ask what you might prefer, and to suggest an assignment that would be interesting but which has some logistical complications.”

      “Not a remote castle in Scotland, sir?” Farran asked. He’d done that last year, with several of the others. The castle had not been terribly well maintained. He’d kept wanting to spend all his spare time fixing the leaks and the draughts and the uneven wood railings and stairs. It had been unduly distracting.

      Master Philemon laughed, wriggling his hand. “Not Scotland, no. London. The trick is that it would require some work on any given day of the week. And I know you like to get back to Thebes on Friday evening.”

      Thebes was his family home. His and Uncle Cadmus’s, Lena’s, and these days Vivian’s. But technically, formally, now Farran was of age, it was all his. That meant they’d had money to repair a number of things and put in a lift and get Lena several new lovely devices for the kitchen. They still ran it as an intellectual sort of boarding house, given the proximity to Oxford. They were a modest walk to the train station, just two stops to the centre, and a little further from a portal. Farran considered what to say. He took a breath; Master Philemon had taught him that, too. “I’d be glad to hear you out, sir, about what would be involved.”

      “Two or three months. Four at the outside, by which I mean if more than four are needed, we’ll bring someone else in to assist, and you’ll get a proper leave. It would give you additional experience and connections with several of the London auction houses. There’s an estate in process. Your role would be to coordinate with each of the houses taking on parts of the sale, and determining if a piece needed additional handling.”

      “By which we mean letting someone from the Ministry come round, and make sure it will not cause trouble, magically speaking,” Farran said. He could see why they were thinking of him for this. It would get him more experience, yes, but that particular itch was something he was truly good at. He’d notice if some coin or snuffbox or hairbrush or what have you was magical.

      “Exactly. They’re about halfway through the initial catalogue work now, so you’d start with what they’ve already done, and then look at new items as they come through the processing. A fair bit of back and forth in London, visits to specialists as needed, all that. Everyone would understand that you are my eyes and hands in the matter.” That, now, was a particular mark of trust. The phrase had not yet been formally applied to Farran. He couldn’t quite repress a smile and looked up to see Master Philemon beaming back. “Just so. Now, your questions.”

      Farran certainly had questions. “I assume it’s a large estate collection, sir? Varied in period, material, source, all of that?”

      “Just so. One of those widely travelled families that has brought back many things. We know there’s at least one mummy and trappings. That’s already been looked at. But items from China, Japan, India, Egypt, who knows where else. Or rather, the cataloguers know.”

      Farran snorted at that. “And my resources, sir?”

      “We’ll put you up, if you agree, in a serviced flat. There’s a small building that caters to magical folk, just off the Bedford Square portal. The usual arrangement is that she provides breakfast, and there’s a stipend for lunch and supper, though she can also provide them for a small fee. Meals taken while working are on expenses, of course, not the stipend.” Master Philemon added, “I know your personal situation is more comfortable than it was, but we believe in certain standards.”

      “No, that’s quite sensible, sir. And to have the same for everyone.” Farran considered. “My working space?” He certainly couldn’t take priceless artefacts back to his rooms. For one thing, many of them were delicate, and a number of the rest were far too heavy to lift.

      “We’ve arranged an office in King Street. Convenient enough to Spink’s and Christie’s, and not too far from the others.” Master Philemon tapped his fingers on the desk, as if reminding himself of key points. “And of course we’ll cover cab fare for necessary appointments when the Tube isn’t suitable.”

      Farran nodded at that. He had not been to London often, but all the current apprentices had spent enough time there to become comfortable with a non-magical city and how to get around. “Thank you, sir. And my time is my own outside the work? Allowing, as you said, for appointments, or museum or gallery visits, to see similar items and all that?” It could be quite a pleasant interlude, actually, especially if the weather was at all agreeable. It was January, going into February, but if he were there for three months, it would be well into spring.

      “Exactly. Mind, we know all of you flock to whatever museum or library is closest. We picked you for that reason.” Master Philemon shrugged. “How about you take a day to consider it, or two, if you’d like to talk to your family?” Master Philemon hesitated. “I gather there isn’t anyone in Trellech, at the moment.”

      Farran had had an extremely civilised parting six months ago. Lucinda was lovely, but they had decidedly different ideas of how to spend their spare time. He’d tried to do what she liked best, but he’d pine for Thebes, and she hated it out there. Or not hated, but she felt stifled and isolated in a way that had baffled Farran.

      His friend Tony had tried to match him up with half a dozen young women, including Lucinda. He’d likely make another go of it in the near future, Tony considered it his duty, as a more outgoing sort than Farran was by nature. All of the women had been clever and interesting, pleasant to look at and be around. He’d not felt a spark worth pursuing with any. So now, he just shook his head. “Not at the moment, sir. Perhaps I might meet someone new in London.”

      “As you like.” Master Philemon nodded. “Right. You can take the prospectus away with you and have a good look. Obviously, we don’t expect you to be an expert on all of it. A few things are entirely within your scope. Your role with the others is to figure out what needs consultation and the general idea of who, or what skills. Questions are always welcome. You’ll have your journal, so we needn’t wait for the post.”

      “Sir.” Farran nodded. “I would like to go out to Thebes tonight, if that’s not a bother.”

      “You’re caught up on all your current work.” It wasn’t a question. Of course Master Philemon knew that. “Take tomorrow, bring your reading with you, and we’ll expect your answer one way or the other on Monday. Or sooner, by journal, if you know it.”

      “I appreciate the time, sir.” Farran didn’t quite stand, but he wasn’t sure how to ask the other question he had.

      Master Philemon looked at him steadily. “You’re wondering about what comes after this.”

      “Sir.” Farran couldn’t help looking down. He knew that this particular lack of confidence was entirely foolish, but he still felt the sting of it.

      “We are discussing options for keeping you as a journeyman here. We may have additional ideas for you; there are at least two businesses who have inquired if you might seek outside employment in due course. Or if you wished to establish yourself as an independent consultant, of course, we could assist in that. You have choices, young man, or will. A bit more seasoning will help with the range of your skills. The same with building up your own connections, distinct from mine. But do not fret over having a future. The question is which future you wish to reach for.”

      Farran felt himself flushing. “I also appreciate your confidence in me, sir. I should, I should go read the portfolio, yes?”

      “Yes. Read it, make your notes, and I will see you on Monday. Enjoy the countryside, and my best to your uncle and to Vivian if she’s about.”

      That, at least, was an entirely easy request. “And I’ll see if Lena can make some of the biscuits you liked last time. She said she’s still got plenty of marmalade.”

      “Ah, and that is another reason to argue to keep you nearby, if you wish. The baked goods. Off you go.” Master Philemon was smiling thoroughly, and that sort of smile was contagious. Farran made it back to his own, much smaller office - just enough for a desk and chair and a good light. He settled down to first double check that he’d finished all the necessary forms for his day’s work. Then he opened the information and began to read through, jotting down notes in pencil as he went.
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      “Now. Let’s see. Vivian, you’ve your drink?” Uncle Cadmus glanced around, patting his pocket. Vivian lifted her glass, which had a suitable after-dinner cordial in it.

      Farran smiled. “Your glasses are on your head, Uncle Cadmus.” It was after supper on the Friday, and Uncle Cadmus had shooed the three of them up to his private office. It was comfortable for Farran. Here were the scent and the feel of home, of magic as it ought to be.

      That was something he’d given a lot of thought to while he was living in rooms in Trellech, the way the magic of that city pressed more. Thebes was out in the countryside, on its own. It had been a magical home for a long time, centuries. But it had a settled feel to it, well-worn, with all the rough edges and splinters long gone.

      He’d spent the day happily tending to various minor chores around the house and grounds. Most of it wasn’t at all urgent. He’d polished the woodwork in the main stairs. Then he’d done a bit of cautious magical repair of a bit of the iron frame in the greenhouse with Uncle Cadmus doing the metalwork. That afternoon, he’d helped Lena by hanging several hooks in the kitchen so she could reach pots and such more comfortably. She was getting on in years enough that none of them liked the idea of her having to get up and down the stepstool to reach a pan.

      Uncle Cadmus blinked, reached up, and then put them on his nose. “Well.” He settled on the sofa next to Vivian, leaving the other chair for Farran. “You wanted both our advice, you said.” He seemed exceedingly pleased by that. Both the desire for advice, and that Farran was including Vivian in it.

      Not Aunt Vivian. He hadn’t been sure why, but in the end, he’d asked, several years ago, if she minded, and she’d shaken her head. He’d got the sense, though he hadn’t pried, that she rather enjoyed having a relationship that wasn’t solidly defined by a familial term. The rest of her life, outside of her professional realm, was defined by a vast network of relationships to other Cousins. All those Cousins were descended from the Fatae before the Fatae left Albion. Or at least, left for all intents and purposes, outside of some carefully negotiated locations and activities.

      Of course, the other trick was that Vivian and Uncle Cadmus both seemed delighted with their situations. But Vivian was only here at Thebes for a Friday to Sunday every fortnight or so, with longer stays a couple of times a year. She had her own room. Of course Farran knew that. But he also knew that mostly she stayed in these rooms with Uncle Cadmus.

      It wasn’t an ordinary sort of marriage, or even the more scandalous sort of daring new woman. Not that either Uncle Cadmus or Vivian would be inclined to the scandals of the Bright Young Things. Uncle Cadmus was in his late fifties now, and Vivian was a decade older, though she looked about his age. It didn’t bother Farran, as long as Uncle Cadmus was happy. But it was terribly complicated to explain to anyone else.

      The thing was, Vivian also had a long history of investigating and solving difficult problems. She was almost single-handedly responsible for Farran ending up at Ormulu under Master Philemon. Farran hadn’t known that was even a possibility. He’d worked every day to live up to the chance, and most days, he thought he was doing the thing right.

      Now, though, Farran took a breath. “Please. Master Philemon talked to me yesterday.” He laid out the general proposal, months in London, able to come back occasionally but not frequently. But also, he’d had time to read the details. The range of the collections under consideration made him want to roll around in them, like a puppy and a small boy jumping endlessly into a pile of leaves. He found his hands moving, as he explained that part, signing the enthusiasm he felt as he said the words. Both Vivian and Cadmus followed that as easily as the speech, and it made Vivian chuckle at the end of it.

      “So the question isn’t are you saying yes. It’s asking what you should know or think about that you haven’t come up with yet.” Vivian sounded delighted, and that puzzled Farran. She must have caught something in his expression, because she said, “Go on, please.”

      “You seem pleased at the idea?” Now Farran glanced at his uncle. “Are you all right with it, Uncle? I’ll be able to help less here. And I’ll miss the spring.”

      Uncle Cadmus spread his hands out. “I know you love the spring here. And the summer and the autumn and the winter. But things are going smoothly. We can certainly hire in someone to help if there’re tasks to be done.” That hadn’t been true even a few years ago, but it was better now. He then peered over his glasses at Vivian. “You’re pleased, though.”

      “I think Philemon is entirely correct, that it would be an excellent experience for you. But it might also have some— challenge is not quite the word. New experiences.”

      “New experiences?” Farran was not as resistant to them as Uncle Cadmus was, but Uncle Cadmus was very much a creature of habit and custom. To be fair to him, he’d gone out to Afghanistan when Farran had been tiny. He’d had a terrifying experience there, but until that, he’d enjoyed much of it. That certainly didn’t qualify as nothing new. And honestly, Vivian was also something new. Farran, and what he remembered of his parents, had made it seem like Uncle Cadmus would be a bachelor all his life.

      “You know how Ormulu works, of course. You young men and women are in and out of each other’s offices and flats. The lot of you go to gallery shows or the museum or performances together, you get a drink, all that. You’re expected to. Forming close networks is part of how that kind of business flourishes. Even as you move on, some staying at Ormulu, others going off to start their own shops or work in the museum or become private researchers or restorers.”

      “Or the Ministry. Amrut’s still not entirely sure whether he ought to follow in his father’s footsteps.” Amrut’s father had been the Minister of Materia for some years, and Amrut’s older brothers were tending the same direction. “Or Percy’s thinking about one of the London museums. And Edith’s thinking about London, too.”

      “Are they going to be jealous of you getting this bit of work?” That was the thing about Vivian, and the reason he’d brought it to both of them. She saw that sort of problem sooner than Farran did.

      But in this case, he’d had a chance to ask, and so he could shake his head. “Not for this particular work. It’s a lot of small pieces all over the catalogue, and both of them would rather specialise. But it’s the sort of thing where maybe I could invite them up to see something, introduce them to the right people, if things fell out that way.” Farran shrugged. When it was like that, he could manage the social dynamics well enough.

      “There you go.” Vivian approved. That was encouraging. “But the other part is, when you’re in London, people will probably want to go out. There being a number of places to go out to in a large city. How many of the people you’ll be working with are magical?”

      “A few. Mostly non-magical, though. It’s all the big auction houses in on aspects of the sale. Quite a coup in a number of directions, enough to make everyone willing to cooperate. My role is partly to confirm all the records, independently. But of course, also to judge if anything needs to stay in the magical community, have special precautions.”

      “Let me know as soon as the final catalogue’s going to print. I’m certain the Carillons will be interested.” Vivian was pleased about that, as if it would get her points.

      “Few books, I think. Or the books might be later. I can check on that.” Lord Carillon was well known for his interest in incunabula, though of course he’d looked at a number of things at auctions Farran had helped with.

      “I am confident you can manage the professional side. And the social aspects of the work,” Vivian pressed. Uncle Cadmus did not, and he would not have, ever. It was not a thing Uncle Cadmus leaned on.

      Farran sighed, and then he stood up, wanting to walk a little, pacing behind the chair he’d been sitting in. Vivian didn’t discourage him. Finally, he paused, hands on the back of the chair. “How do I do that? What will they expect me to do?”

      “You’ve some idea of that,” Vivian said. “Start there, and I’ll help you fill in the gaps.”

      Farran considered what he knew. “You know me. I like to stay home. A good book, something to mend or fix. Bringing it back to how it was best.” It was how he thought about Thebes, this house, and about the greenhouses and outbuildings and the garden. It wasn’t perfection or newness he was reaching for with any of that, it was something more about the thing in use, tended well, able to do its work.

      His work at Ormulu had something of the same feel. Not always, of course. It was harder to identify the work of a painting of someone’s long-dead dog or horse or great-aunt. Such paintings mattered, of course. They were art. But the person for whom it had mattered most wasn’t there to interact with it anymore.

      Objects were easier, objects that could be used, because they still potentially had a use. Some, of course, were stuck in a glass case, never properly breathing again, never out in the world in however small a form. Now, as if prompted by the thought, he took a breath, then said, “It’ll involve going out. Bars, clubs, something like that.” He felt awkward at those sometimes, but he could manage most of it. “And probably a range of things to drink or take on offer.”

      “Probably,” Vivian said, her voice entirely even. “I would like to make a gift to you of a suitable case of antidotes and such. All the common non-magical things, and a fair range for potions unless someone in those circles has a particularly clever alchemist I don’t know about. Yet.”

      That made Farran snort. “Isn’t it part of your job to know about them?”

      “There is always a first time someone does something questionable. That’s the problem with it. That first time gets people hurt or killed. And I do not wish that for you, for all sorts of reasons, not just Cadmus’s sake. And I do not wish it for your friends. I do not want Philemon to have to deal with it. Such things make him cranky. Though I’m sure he’ll have some cautions and stories for you. You’re a sensible young man. Just keep your head. Have your own cab fare home, know how to get back to the nearest portal, whatever that means for wherever you are.” She considered. “Would you do a day’s training with someone I can recommend to help you avoid pickpockets and theft?”

      That was an entire line of difficulties Farran had not entirely considered. It happened in Trellech from time to time, but nothing that was a serious threat. He glanced at his uncle, but again, he knew what he was going to say. “Certainly. Though Master Philemon made it clear my expenses cover cabs and such. But I’m sure he’d give me time for your recommendation. Thursdays are best right now.”

      “That is because he is a man with experience of the world. All right, I’ll set something up and let you know.” Vivian tapped her fingers. “That sorted, London is a city full of historical delights, along with the modern ones. You’ve been, you know it’s got a different feel magically. It’s not Trellech, all magical, but the London demesne is unique, in terms of the land magic.” She tapped a finger on the arm of her chair. “You likely won’t need an introduction to the Keeper of London, but if you do, let me know. I can arrange something with a little warning.”

      “I don’t expect to come to that kind of attention, no.” The magical keeping of London’s land magic was a complex thing, from what Farran knew. But it wasn’t likely to be relevant to what he was doing. “And I assume he’s still quite busy, after the flooding on the seventh.” That had been horrid, far too many deaths and destruction, including damage to one of the museums.

      Vivian pursed her lips. “True. You’ve looked at those maps? Beyond what’s in the papers?”

      Farran nodded. “Part of Master Philemon’s portfolio. It’s affecting some of the conservator availability.”

      Vivian nodded, then shifted the subject back to gentler things. “I think you’d enjoy spending an extended period there, long enough to get to know the place, to have a favourite route or pub or library or what have you. You are young, you should have a good time, in whatever form that takes. Just perhaps not all of them at home with a book.”

      It made Farran laugh. Then he shook his head. “If that’s the way I should go about things, I will. Uncle?”

      “Vivian has far more useful experience here than I do. I’ll worry a bit, but that’s mine to deal with. And you’ll have your journal and can write about what you get up to, yes?” Uncle Cadmus spread his hands, cheerfully resigned.

      Farran nodded. That made it much easier. How Vivian had talked Uncle Cadmus into getting a journal, he wasn’t sure, but it made their physically distant relationship far easier to manage. He gathered they wrote pages and pages back and forth most weeks, so Uncle Cadmus was well in the habit of checking. “I promise I’ll be sensible. And I won’t be going for a week or three yet. Now, though.” He cleared his throat. “Can I go down and help Lena with the dishes and whatever she needs for tomorrow? I’d like to have my hands busy.”

      “And she’ll be glad to see you. And have a chat when your hands aren’t busy with dishes.” That was the trick with signing. It made chatting while working harder.

      Farran smiled. “Yes, Uncle.” Then he nodded once more and took himself out of the room, leaving the two of them talking quietly on the sofa.
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