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        * * *

      

      Apt to be Suspicious takes place at Oxford in the 1947-1948 school year. Unless you actually attended either Oxford or Cambridge, a number of things about how the university works may be confusing. Explanations are threaded through the text, but of course both Edmund and Pen are familiar with how things work.

      If you’re someone who prefers a more narrative explanation of how things work at Oxford, you can find one at the end of the book. There’s a link at the end to come back to the beginning of chapter 1.

      The Author Notes at the end have more details about the people, places, customs, and literature found in the book.
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        * * *

      

      Content notes for all my books can be found on my website at celialake.com/content-notes. You’ll find general notes, followed by notes grouped by series.
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        * * *

      

      Edmund keeps busy.

      

      He's reading Greats at Oxford, and key exams are looming. That’s nothing compared to his work the last two years of World War 2, but there are expectations on all sides. Unlike most of his classmates, he's also apprenticing in two different types of magic with their own demands and assignments. It's supposed to be a year full of learning, expansion, and making the right show with the right people to build the future he wants.

      

      Pen is frustrated. 

      

      Being at Oxford reading maths is everything she's supposed to want. But it turns down to be rather a let down after her war work. Her time at Bletchley Park mattered. It would be different if she'd been able to find someone to talk to about her ideas around a magical approach to cryptography.

      

      Edmund and Pen are drawn together when they independently notice several odd things that make them suspicious. It's not just the comments about people having less money, or the odd classifieds. In between the ordinary sounds and demands of Oxford's days and nights, there's something else going on. When they combine their excellent minds and skills, there's a chance they can solve the problem as smoothly as they do the crossword.

      

      Apt to be Suspicious is set in the 1947-1948 year at Oxford University. It's full of Oxford's particular customs, cryptic crosswords, classics, and magic. Second in the Liminal Mysteries exploring the magical community of Britain after the Second World War, it can be read in any order.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

          MONDAY, OCTOBER 6TH, 1947 AT OXFORD

        

      

    

    
      Edmund considered his situation, which was certainly an improvement over last year in all respects except for the venerable age of the building. Last year, he’d had rooms on a staircase in college, sharing a scout with half a dozen other men and their rooms. It had been steeped in history, but it had also been dashed inconvenient on nearly all practical fronts. Well, except for having hall and meals being right nearby. He would not miss, not for one moment, having to cross the quad for the loo or a bath.

      This year, the inconveniences would be the opposite. His new digs were in a large and undistinguished Victorian home south of the Isis. It was at the cost of a longer walk, but had a number of other virtues.

      Now he had about a mile to Exeter College itself, but less than that to the Academy. That was at least the preferred geography. He fully expected some long evenings in the workroom at the Academy once he and Uncle Alexander settled into a regular schedule for the term. He not only had more space, but the much appreciated magical conveniences of abundant hot water and heating, both right at hand.

      Better still, his absences in the evening would be far less visible to others in his college. If Edmund were not about in the college library, people would easily assume he was at the Bod, or at his digs. The new digs were too far a walk for someone to just drop by, or for an easy comment on seeing him coming in at some particular time.

      Best of all, the space included his own workroom, for times he didn’t want to go to the Academy, or for rituals that involved a longer working lasting days or weeks. Of course, he also had a sitting room with an abundant desk and a fireplace, and a proper bedroom. A small conservatory joined the rooms together as a private entrance. He was certainly looking forward to doing some of his reading there.

      Food would be a bit of a bother. His ration cards went to the college hall, of course. Current practice was that students who lived out picked up a package weekly with those parts of the rations intended for breakfast. And of course Mama and Papa and Master Benton had made plans.

      Edmund would have a regular delivery to pick up via the Academy’s portal with some supplemental eggs and milk and such from Ytene’s home farm. Nothing too extravagant, of course, but enough to bring his rations up to the preferred permitted levels for intensive magical work. A poor second to actually being home, but vastly more flexible than eating in hall for all his meals.

      He’d come up early— the Monday of Noughts week, days before term began— for three key reasons. The first and most obvious was collections, the practice exams designed to give advance notice of any places he needed more attention to his studies. More to the point, it would give his tutor warning. He was not unduly worried about how he’d do on any of his exams, but Honour Mods were looming next term. The seeming mattered here, and that meant some obligatory fussing about studying for collections and taking the results seriously.

      Of course, he had two other reasons. Three, technically. Second was to settle into his rooms properly. The third was to make all the necessary noises and gestures at the places his various selves needed to see and be seen. The trick was doing it while tidily avoiding all enticements to take up sport, a part in a theatrical production, or any other club membership that would involve a substantial outlay of time. Edmund was already going to be entirely too busy. Last, but by no means least, he planned on a few walks or maybe an outing on the river, to get a feel for the land here again properly.

      Today, he intended to check in at the Academy and make sure the workroom he’d been assigned this year was up to Uncle Alexander’s requirements. Then he’d do a little reading in the Bod and see which of the many people he knew he could say hello to. There was a trick to being visible while not letting anyone see the details he was trying to obscure. The rest of term would be much easier if he were more visible now. Setting the habit and the assumption, as Mama and Papa had both taught him.

      In the next few days, he had reading to do— there was always reading— and some translation work, ditto. Uncle Alexander had given him a list of exercises to work through, with notes to make about anything remotely unusual. It would mean a faster shift to the more interesting work next week, and Edmund was entirely in favour of that.

      The trick of this time of his life, he thought, was that he was in a liminal space. He was no longer a boy, he had served during wartime if not in direct combat. But men and women at university were some special class of being, neither fish nor fowl, still forming. Edmund particularly felt so today. It was about shaping the way he wanted to be seen, even if it still often felt more show than solid truth. Make the shape and maybe he’d grow to fill it.

      Today, though, was a prime time to do some of what was needed for that. They were not actually in term, but he slipped on his gown just in case. His book of magic was tucked into his jacket pocket, sized to fit. He’d likely not need it today, but he’d not leave his rooms without it, anymore than he’d leave home without a pocket knife with half a dozen blades and tools.

      After a glance at the sky and a quick charm to confirm the weather, he decided to walk rather than take the bicycle, so he left that tucked safely at the back of the terrace outside his door. There would absolutely be days he wanted it, especially if he wanted to take a punt on the river or go a little further afield. Or if it seemed like rain, when the bicycle at least meant a faster trip. But today had a haze or mist, but no actual rain. It would be far easier not to have to bother finding a place to leave it while he was out and about.

      A quarter of an hour later, he turned into a small and unmarked alley between stone buildings, tucked in just west of Christ Church Meadow. The small quadrangle held the Academy portal, the library, and along three sides, the common rooms and workrooms that allowed those of Albion who were at Oxford to continue their magical lines of study.

      He went first to the door to the south nearest the portal, checking his pidge for notices or mail. There was a letter from Mama, though that wasn’t anything urgent. Timely matters would have been in his journal, of course. He tucked that away for the comfort it would be to read that night. Mama made a particular point of sending along something that would remind him of home, easing the transition.

      Then he went along to the porter’s lodge. “Good afternoon, Harris. Papa sends his regards, and he hopes you’re well.” Harris had been settled at a desk by the half-door, and he got up, beaming. The Academy porters and most of the scouts had been there for decades. Harris, in fact, had been working already when Papa was at the Academy, and now he was training up a grandson to replace him.

      “Pleasure to see you again, Mister Carillon. And it’s kind of Lord Carillon to remember me.” Harris, of course, had the same precision of language that Edmund expected from Master Benton. Edmund was still apprenticing, and until that was done, he would be mister and not master to anyone who knew about Albion’s ways. “You’ll be wanting to check about your room.”

      “Please, if you’ve a moment. Magister Landry was certain everything would be ready, but I’m eager to start up as soon as he can get free next week.” Technically, Uncle Alexander had some leisure this week, but appearances continued to be important. Uncle Alexander showing up here this week would imply things to observers. There were always observers paying attention to what Uncle Alexander did. Besides, one of his American contacts was visiting, someone Papa was also looking forward to catching up with.

      It took a moment for Harris to gather up both the key and the token that would let Edmund set the warding properly. He called out to his wife, deeper in their set of rooms, that he’d be back in a few minutes. Then he led the way not to the staircase Edmund had been on last year, but to the central stair. Edmund had not expected that. Uncle Alexander certainly had status, as one of Albion’s Council, and Papa did also, as Lord of the Land. But Edmund hadn’t expected one of the better sets of rooms, not in just his second year.

      Harris waited until they were in the hall, with no one else nearby, to say anything about it. “The Dean was most particular you should have this one. I’d not argue with her now. It was young Wilton’s last year.”

      Wilton had earned a first in History last June. He’d very much been the model of everything Edmund wanted out of his time at Oxford. A solid apprenticeship, an earned first, and all the skills to move smoothly between Albion’s people and interests and Britain’s. He and Wilton hadn’t been close— two years between them made that unlikely. Besides, Wilton had been mostly doing work in Incantation. Though that might explain the Dean’s interest. After a moment, Edmund set his hand against the metal panel, felt the warding acknowledge him, and then the door clicked open.

      In any other college, these spaces would have been a sitting room and bedroom. They wouldn’t be large, merely adequate, with bath and lavatory either down at the end of the hall if one was lucky or across the quad if not. Here, where no one lived in except a handful of the dons, the rooms usually had a narrow entrance space, and then the workroom proper. The workrooms often had no windows, since for certain kinds of ritual work windows were several kinds of problem.

      The room in front of him was not that. There was a hallway, more or less, running perhaps twelve feet to the far wall. It was a good six feet across, wide enough so Edmund could stretch out his arms and not quite touch the walls on either side. A desk filled the space in front of the window, with a view out toward the garden, accompanied by a comfortable-looking chair and a reading lamp. A door halfway down the space on the right must open into the ritual room, but there was a small sink set into the left wall by the door, along with cabinets for storage and a set of bookshelves. There was enough space by the desk for a well-padded bench, suitable for chatting before or after the work. He wouldn’t have to haul all his ritual items elsewhere to clean them. That was a particular delight.

      Edmund took it all in, then went to open the door to the workroom itself. This was splendid; the marble was gleaming, and the table Uncle Alexander had asked for was waiting. It was one of the clever folding models that could become a circle or a rectangle, depending on the need. Harris, behind him, added, “There’s a small square folding table in the tall cabinet, should you need that. Part of the set.”

      “This is brilliant, Harris. I’ll see about a note to the Dean in appreciation.” Edmund yearned now to give it a proper go, but he wasn’t prepared for any of the ritual forms he’d actually like to run. He didn’t have the proper soap to wash up for it, or the robes, or the incense. That needed tending to. “If I ask for a trunk to be put through, when would be convenient?”

      “I’ll be tending the portal until eight tonight, sir. Or starting at eight in the morning. We expect tomorrow to be a tad quieter.”

      “I’ll see about tomorrow morning, then, around half-eight if they can manage it. If you could have it brought up?” That led naturally into a few questions about the scouts, and which of those men and women would be tending this room, along with which parts Edmund would do himself. Harris made quick work of the details as they walked back downstairs. Harris was also up on all the latest about where to consider eating and drinking, and the gossip that one particular new establishment was worth the time and coin.

      From there, Edmund went off to the Bod, inhaling the smell of a properly ancient library with pleasure as always. He made a slight circuit, pausing to consult the lists of the additions since the end of Trinity term. It was also a chance to silently nod to a few others reading Greats. He’d have to keep an eye on his pidge at Exeter for notes. He was sure there would be a few coming now people knew he was back. They’d be a range of invitations, but also people wanting to pick his brain and borrow his notes. Both would need some delicate attention.

      An hour later, he emerged to find several people walking towards him. “Bells!” That, rather predictably, had promptly turned into Edmund’s nickname among a certain set of men who’d gone to one of the better public schools. Carillon did rather strongly suggest it, and Bells was certainly a far better fate than some nicknames. “How was your long vac?”

      “Plenty of reading.” Edmund came up to them. Three men, all his year. Two were enough younger they’d come straight up to Oxford from school. Only Tugs had served in the war. He’d done some sort of honourable and decidedly military service, which meant Edmund kept having to duck questions about his own war work. “You?”

      “Grand trip to the Alps with a reading party. You really ought to come with us next vac. Nothing like Christmas in Switzerland.”

      Edmund waved a hand. “You know how it is, family.” He wouldn’t miss another solstice at home if he could help it. He’d had to during the war, other than perhaps an afternoon or evening on leave. There’d been precious little of that on offer. He’d taken only what Major Manse had insisted on, because of worries about not being there for some critical moment. “Tell me about it, though, would you? Who’d you go with?” The four of them wandered off together amiably to find a drink and a place to chat. That served Edmund’s needs for the day very well indeed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

          TUESDAY, OCTOBER 14TH

        

      

    

    
      Edmund turned the corner into the Academy quad, not quite running, but certainly covering ground at his fastest loping walk. He was not late, but he was certainly behind when he’d wanted to be here. Uncle Alexander had said to expect him at four, and it was quarter to four now. They had two hours to work and begin to settle things for the term. Edmund wanted to make the most of the time.

      As he turned into the quad, however, Edmund paused, because Uncle Alexander was deep in conversation with Uncle Giles. Uncle Giles had his guide dog Cassia at his feet. She was his second, now used to the routine of coming into the Academy. Cassia was so much at ease at the moment that she was a comfortable lump of brown and black fur on the ground.

      Edmund knew Uncle Giles would sort out who he was by magical signature, but there was no reason to be rude and plenty of reason to make it easier. Once he got close enough that Uncle Alexander interrupted what he’d been saying, Edmund announced himself clearly, “Uncle Giles, it’s Edmund. Uncle Alexander, sorry to keep you waiting. Mister Balsdon caught me in the quad on my way over, with an idea for my essay this week.”

      “Starting early, isn’t he?” Uncle Giles snorted. “He has a reputation as a demanding tutor.”

      “Thorough, Uncle Giles, is the word I prefer to use.” To be fair to the man, Mister Balsdon was likely the best tutor Edmund could have had of the three at Exeter. Oh, he enjoyed conversations with the other two. Mister Balsdon preferred the Romans over the Greeks, and Edmund’s interest was the other way around. But he also had a reputation for kindness, for attention to students, and for being engaged in the larger world in a way Edmund appreciated.

      Uncle Giles waved a hand, and Cassia rolled onto her stomach and then got to her feet. “I’ll leave you to your plans. Kate’s off tonight, so I’m going home at a reasonable hour.” His wife, as a Captain in Albion’s Guard, worked all sorts of odd times. Uncle Giles had his fair share of meals at high table at Oriel during term, but he made a point of going home to Trellech for supper with Aunt Kate on the nights she was free. Oxford was no longer the residence of unmarried dons, and people understood the variation.

      “We have plenty to keep us busy. Have a grand evening, Giles.” Uncle Alexander certainly seemed to be in a buoyant mood.

      Edmund murmured his goodbyes and then turned to Uncle Alexander. “Do you need me to bring anything up?”

      “No, nothing for today. I’ll likely have at least a case next time. Show me our space, will you?” Uncle Alexander was absolutely in a mood, yes. Edmund made a slight bow, mostly for their mutual amusement, and then led the way toward the central stair, and into his workroom.

      At the door, he whispered the chant that would let Uncle Alexander attune himself to the warding, and opened the door once that was done. He immediately moved down toward the desk, so Uncle Alexander had elbow room to explore the space and decide what he thought.

      “Oh, this is particularly well designed. And that view.” Uncle Alexander nudged the door closed, locked it with a charm, and then opened a cabinet or two, considering the shelving. He then nodded at the small shrine Edmund had set up on the shelves to the right of the desk. “And your Mercury shrine. Suitable for your work here, of course.”

      That was not large, but it had the essentials. He had a larger one in his rooms, especially since his degree of devotion was not entirely common these days. Here, there was a small bowl for offerings, an incense burner, and an oil lamp. Behind them sat a small marble statuette of Mercury, in the Romano-British form. There was a decorous cloak draped over his body, his hand holding a bag filled with goods. A rooster lurked at his feet, the feathers mirroring the wings on Mercury’s ankles and hat. Decorously suitable for a space others might see, unlike some of the perhaps excessively ithyphallic Mercuries Edmund had seen over the years.

      That noted, Uncle Alexander prowled off to look in the ritual room. “Nearly as nicely made as Ytene’s. Honestly, better than mine, it’s settled well with age, hasn’t it?” Two heartbeats later, there was another, even more pleased hum. “And you’ve done all the preparatory work and done it well. I am not surprised, but I am pleased.”

      Edmund was grinning now, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Do you know how you ended up with this one? I didn’t expect it this year.” The thing was, they rarely changed the assignments for the better workrooms once someone settled into them. There were many reasons for that. Part of it had to do with the necessity of cleaning it out thoroughly for different magical uses.

      “I didn’t either. Harris said the Dean made a point of it, and I heard a few tidbits in the Junior Common Room about it.” Uncle Alexander was not an Oxford man, but he’d certainly picked up a fair bit from Papa and Uncle Giles by now. “Here at the Academy, of course.”

      “Your college’s JCR would not be talking about magical workrooms, no.” Uncle Alexander agreed. “It seems a room particularly well tuned to words. Was that Wilton, do you think? You were at his viva, I remember.”

      “It would be unlike you to forget.” Uncle Alexander hadn’t been able to make it, but Edmund had taken detailed notes. “The world has not yet presented me with an opportunity to ask probing questions of Dean Boyer. Also you are far more likely to get actual information out of her.” Uncle Alexander had all sorts of both leverage and lures that Edmund did not. “But I think it’s either about the Naming work, or about the philology work. Possibly both.” The Dean didn’t know precisely that Edmund was studying Naming, but he was sure she was keeping Uncle Alexander’s skills firmly in mind in the assignment.

      “Hm.” Uncle Alexander put his head back out of the door. “Come along, then, let’s talk about that. Wash up. We can use the table. I’ve the tools we’ll want.”

      “Coming.” Edmund gave the verbal acknowledgement that had been trained into him in London and went to wash up properly. He left his gown on the hook on the wall and traded his jacket for a sleeveless over robe of black silk from the wardrobe. Next, he scrubbed up his hands thoroughly with the soap he’d set out. That was to Uncle Alexander’s specifications, from a purveyor he preferred in Trellech. That done, Edmund came back to the workroom, closing the door behind him, bowing slightly, and waiting by the door.

      Uncle Alexander waved him in. “I appreciate the attention to detail, but we needn’t bother too much with formality in private, mmm?”

      “As you prefer.” Edmund considered, then decided that was more than enough to ask. “You seem in a particularly good mood?”

      Uncle Alexander turned around, beaming. “Oh, yes. I am looking forward to this year with you. I was working through my plans last night. I believe you’ll approve. We have made it through the more necessarily tedious parts, despite the limitations of war, your first year up at Oxford, my abominable schedule, several significant changes on the Council, and the fact your sister is somehow old enough to be apprenticing herself.”

      “Merry sent me a card on Friday.” Edmund said cheerfully. Merry was apprenticing in Materia. Her joy was in the energetically sought after types, very much in Papa’s original line of work. If he did the maths right, she was currently a third of the way across the Atlantic. She was planning to do some investigation in Canada as part of an expedition exploring plants that grew in the colder climes and their magical uses. She was delighted at the prospect of moose and excessively large bears, among other fauna. “Have you heard from Ros?”

      “In three languages. You might do me a favour and pick up writing to her in Arabic. She could use a wider range of vocabulary, and I’m not able to get out there as often as I’d like for that.” Edmund’s youngest sister showed signs of wanting to go into diplomacy in some form. Ros vastly preferred modern languages compared to Edmund’s even-handed love of all of them, but especially the ancient ones no longer spoken. She’d been making noises about wanting to learn Russian, if she could find someone to teach her.

      “If you think mine’s good enough,” Edmund said, giving the expected answer here.

      Predictably, Uncle Alexander switched into Arabic with no hint of a pause, in the dialect preferred by the region’s magical community. The topic of the conversation was simple, checking in on Edmund’s college obligations, his tutorial schedule, and which evenings were best between the two of them for longer stretches of ritual work. All the minutiae of making sure they’d have the time for all the things they wanted. Or at least, make a good effort at it.

      Edmund knew Uncle Alexander would need to cancel here and there, often with little notice. The Council and its needs came first. But that had happened less last year, and perhaps this year would be even better on that front. Edmund answered, of course, but as the conversation went on, he recognised that Uncle Alexander was changing dialects— and modes within them. Edmund kept matching the switches until they got around to discussing his current rooms, when he made one last shift.

      Uncle Alexander broke out laughing. “You’ll do very well. Your sense of idiom is particularly solid.”

      “I blame my Latin translation work over the long vac,” Edmund said cheerfully.

      “To be fair, I have not been worried about your grasp of idiom, mode, register, or anything else along those lines. You have a well-trained ear for it, and a gift beyond that. And that will serve you well if you continue in philology.” The thing was, Edmund needed to figure out what to do with himself. He did not precisely need to work for a living, but he wanted to do something useful.

      His commitments to the land and Ytene made him a poor fit for most ongoing employment with MI6. They’d made it clear they wanted him back once he was done with university, but he’d never be able to take a position overseas for any length of time, and that would limit his options severely. Going into philology or linguistics might let him consult in interesting ways and even travel, with no need to be abroad for extended periods on someone else’s command. Now, Edmund smiled for a moment at the entirely genuine compliment— Uncle Alexander never dissembled about that sort of thing— and waited.

      What came next was an unexpected but welcome change of topic. Uncle Alexander went on smoothly, as if this were entirely ordinary. “I do think you are now in a position where we can sensibly delve further into the Naming magics. I’ve a schedule of rituals marked up as well, of course, but you have much of the underlying theory. The question now will be exposure to a range of forms. I’ve annotated which rely on specific timing, and which are more flexible. As well as those you can do without me if I cannot join you.” He took a breath, then added— only long experience of his uncle made it clear to Edmund that this was because the question was more delicate. “And I noted a few your father might wish to join us for, if you wish.”

      “Papa?” Edmund kept his voice light. “Why would I mind?”

      “I am the wrong person to have this conversation, you know. Differentiating myself from my father was not a problem I had in adulthood.” There was a note of something tight and bitter under the comment. Uncle Alexander’s father had died before he was born, and his brother and mother before he was nineteen. “You’ll want to talk to Gabe for it, most likely.”

      Edmund settled his hands behind his back. “Will you talk to me about it, though? Why you mention it in this case?”

      Uncle Alexander met his eyes, held the look for a good thirty seconds, and then shrugged. Edmund read that as well, as a deliberate choice. “Each man or woman who becomes a skilled ritualist develops their own style. You have seen a fair range now. Borea Leonard at Schola, your father, your humble servant.” He gestured at himself.

      “Among others. Leo’s got his own style developing, doesn’t he?” Edmund, unlike a number of people, had no trouble giving praise to those younger than he was. Leo Fortier did indeed have a different approach, one far more intuitively nuanced than Edmund’s. Both were useful, both were needed, but he couldn’t have made that work for him if he’d tried for years.

      Leo’s was something out of Debussy or one of the others of his generation. Edmund’s ritual had more of a fugue or intricate counterpoint to it. Then he added, to make this easier on Uncle Alexander. “And mine is like Papa’s.”

      “Like and unlike Geoffrey’s, yes, and I am not sure which ways having him here would change things.” Using Papa’s forename— rather than ‘your father’— was a telling shift, and of course Edmund made note of it.

      “Perhaps we might find a ritual that is not delicate when it comes to the timing, something that could be repeated?” It wasn’t as if Edmund hadn’t done plenty of rituals with Papa. Sometimes with Papa, Mama, Uncle Alexander, and Master Benton, in various combinations. But the family and land rites differed from the sort of thing he and Uncle Alexander would be focusing on.

      “That might do.” Uncle Alexander tapped one of his fingers on his wrist. “Would you object if I invited Cyrus at some point? He’s not as familiar with Oxford. You’d need to handle the guest invitations and such.”

      “I would be honoured to.” Edmund let himself smile. “Is he getting bored again in retirement?”

      “A trifle, I believe. And his style is, I think, one you might find interesting as a potential model.” There was another small breathing space, before Uncle Alexander said, “Do you know of others who might be interested?”

      “Magister Smythe-Clive might suggest some?” Edmund laid it out clearly enough. The thing was one of those dances of delicate etiquette. Edmund knew Uncle Alexander knew that Edmund and Cyrus Smythe-Clive shared a secret society. Animus Mundi was definitionally full of ritualists; that was its purpose. “May I write and mention you’d suggested he might be interested in a working here, and also ask who along those lines he’d recommend?”

      “I appreciate having clever and socially adept apprentices.” Uncle Alexander agreed, promptly. “Though if you’d wait on the letter for a week or so? Until after the Council Challenge.”

      “Of course. Spare you dealing with both me and Ursula laying out different plots at the same time.” That made Uncle Alexander chuckle, and it eased the rest of it. “It’ll give me time to think of who might be interesting. Do a little research on the current areas of focus.”

      “If you can fit it into your busy schedule. Ritual first, and then that discussion?”

      “Please, yes. We can always do the practical parts by journal.” Edmund was clear about the priorities here. The lists and dates mattered because they let both of them make appropriate plans. But the doing of the magic mattered far more.

      “Well. Now, as you know, Naming magic can be done in a number of settings, so long as the preparatory work has been done. But a properly formed and consecrated ritual space gives a number of additional options, along with ensuring a lack of outside interruptions or distractions. I’d like to work Fossington’s Third, with an ear to the impact of the sound-muffling charms and the tuning of the space for acoustic pitch.”

      Edmund had read up on it, of course, but he had never worked the Third. Second and Fifth, of course, Papa was particularly fond of the Second. But the Third had several twists in the doing that took a greater level of control. “Which parts did you wish to take, and which should I?”

      Uncle Alexander, it turned out, wanted Edmund to take the first role, the larger and more complex part, which immediately turned the afternoon into another exam of sorts. A test to see where he was now. But at least here, the feedback would be immediate, pragmatic. And while the experience would not be gentle, it would be made of a kindness that knew competence was the best preparation for the challenges of the world to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

          SUNDAY, OCTOBER 19TH

        

      

    

    
      “Is that you, Pen? Tea?” A voice called out from a room by the stairs as Pen reached the first floor landing, making her pause before going up the last flight to her room.

      “Actual tea?” Pen called back. She was coming in from hall, and she had reading to do. More importantly, she had a slightly tedious problem set to finish. On the other hand, she was not eager to get into it.

      “We thought we’d put in our remaining dust from last month’s ration and get a pot or two out of it?” Audrey sounded hopeful about it. Tea was currently on even shorter rations than usual, two ounces a month. They’d got this month’s ration distributed two days ago, but of course everyone was hoarding it still. There were some hopes they’d be able to get three ounces in November, apparently.

      “Minute, then.” Pen went up the next flight of stairs, automatically hanging her gown on the hook by the door so she wouldn’t forget it in the morning. She considered her options, and briskly changed out of her frock into a nightdress, dressing gown, and slippers. Then she rummaged for her last bit of tea from the near-empty tin. She had maybe a teaspoon left, if one were optimistic about the dust. She dumped it into a smaller tin that would fit in her pocket and brought it back downstairs.

      By the time she turned up, Audrey had acquired Vesta, making up that knot of friendships and those who spent time together. They were also the only three in second year who were magical, which made certain conversations rather easier. Pen nudged the door closed and pressed her hand against it, muffling the sound just enough. It probably wasn’t needed. Pen was here. Gladys, who had the other room in the attic corridor above, would be elsewhere until curfew. There shouldn’t be anyone coming up the stairs for a bit.

      It made the sitting room a trifle crowded, but none of them minded much. Pen handed over the container of tea, and Audrey dumped it in her pot. “Just put it on to steep.”

      Pen nodded and settled down. “How much work are we all putting off? A problem set for me.”

      “I’ve got reading.” Vesta wanted to be an archaeologist; she always had reading. If she didn’t have reading, she assigned herself more, many excavation reports both historical and more recent.

      “Preparing for a lab.” Audrey expected she’d do an apprenticeship in alchemy, but right now she was focusing on chemistry. Cousins, certainly, but with decidedly different goals.

      “Right.” Pen stuck her slippered feet out in front of her, eyeing the fireplace. It wasn’t lit yet, of course. It was technically too early in the year for that. But Audrey had a couple of bricks there that were charmed for heat, with a little help.

      Audrey snorted. “You always want a bit more heat. Vesta, can you feed the bricks, or shall I?” Coal was a problem. Magic was somewhat less so.

      “I can,” Pen objected. “Just.” She shrugged. She was more used to living without the show of magic or the comforts of it. Grandfather had people in and out at home, of course, and that was a problem. And when she visited Aunt Agnes, of course she couldn’t use magic there.

      “You can do it next time.” Aubrey shrugged and went to rest her fingers lightly on the edge of the bricks, letting out a breath as she fed a bit of magic into the stove. “And it’ll keep the tea warmer.”

      “Efficiency.” Vesta and Pen said it in unison and then started laughing. Vesta was her age, and she’d been in the ATS. She talked about what she’d done in the war a little— mostly dispatch work— but not so much that it was awkward that Pen never discussed that topic at all.

      Audrey was a little younger. She’d gone into the ATS, but she’d only barely been out of training when things ended. If it weren’t for the three of them being magical, they might not have spent so much time together. But this was how things were, and Pen was glad of their friendship. Also, she learned things from them, about all sorts of subjects.

      Audrey sat back down, sticking her own toes toward the stove. “We missed you at hall, Pen. Did you come in late?”

      “On time, thank you.” She’d been so firmly trained into that during the war. “But I was talking to Reddington.” She was in her last year, also reading maths, and she’d had several ideas about what Pen might do to get her tutor a bit more onside with additional reading. Miss Sarginson was an exceedingly competent theoretical mathematician, but she wasn’t a cryptographer. And more to the point, Pen couldn’t really talk to her about cryptography, even to get a recommendation of who else to talk to.

      Not that she could talk about any of that here, either. One didn’t talk about being at Bletchley Park, not unless it was someone who’d worked in the same hut, and what they’d worked on was already shared knowledge. Not with people who’d just been on the grounds. Pen even knew of men and women who’d met at the park, working different places, and who did not know what the other had done. If the woman had been doing the maths or the code-breaking, or the filing. Not that the filing hadn’t also been critical, actually.

      “No luck there?” Audrey sounded sympathetic.

      “She had a few ideas of things to try. And I need to ask around at the Academy again. I don’t think anything’s changed, but maybe it has.” The thing was, there at least, she could ask about something she’d been chewing on for years now: namely, what would happen if you applied chronological or locational magic to encoding, rather than the endless discs and rotations of the current machines. It would be so much harder to break, and it was entirely possible the entire machine could be passed off as just better randomisation.

      The problem with the current codes— well, current as of the war— was that people were human. The actual people sending the codes would do things that were less random than they ought to be. They’d repeat a code word, or they’d use the same starting phrase. If you had enough from the same person in a short enough period of time, it was possible to brute-force some of the code-breaking.

      But a code that relied on the chronological or locational information as part of the randomisation, that would be much harder to crack. There were still problems with the idea. Pen knew that. But she didn’t know how to talk to anyone about it, or even who she could talk to about it. She’d heard there were a couple of Academy tutors who might know something, but none of them were taking new tutorials this year.

      So she was left with what Miss Sarginson knew. That was quite a lot, and if Pen did as she expected on her exams and earned a First, she could go on from there. Maybe. Probably. But it meant that her actual university time, what she’d been told to anticipate and enjoy and frolic in, was rather faded.

      There were parties, but no one asked her to them. The food was rationed, so that couldn’t even be a moment of abundance outside her closely managed accounts. The city was gorgeous, and the libraries were wonderful. She loved going for a walk along the Isis or the Cherwell, or finding herself in a museum. But that did not stop her from feeling like she was treading water and wasting time.

      Oh, she went around to the lectures at the Academy. They were often interesting, and even when it wasn’t interesting to her directly, she enjoyed watching how other people reacted to whatever topic was at hand. There was one on Tuesday, when she should have time, about the role of rivers in communication over history. None of those things individually made her ears prick up, but the combination somehow did. And there might be something useful for living here, with two rivers right on her doorstep, one of them the Thames. Or as local usage had it, the Isis.

      Pen was thinking so hard she missed half a sentence until Audrey nudged her with one foot. “I said, have you noticed anything odd so far this term?”

      “Odd? What sort of odd. Sorry. I was thinking.” Pen offered the apology automatically. She meant it, but she also knew that saying the words mattered.

      “I heard one of the men— um, posh, has one of those nicknames, has a laugh like a horse. Brown hair, not blond.” Audrey offered it.

      “That’s not very identifying.” Vesta reeled off a list of names. “Bump, Biggs, Cart, Heffalump, Cog, Tugs, Handy, Ritz, Tango?”

      “Handy, I think. Probably?” Audrey shrugged. “Anyway, he was complaining about his reading party, or something after it? Something’s going odd. It was a mixed group, men and women. Those always get a little— well.”

      “Audrey, don’t be a prig,” Pen said.

      “I don’t see you—” Audrey caught herself. “Sorry. I mean, we don’t see you with men. Not other than talking about maths.”

      “That,” Pen said firmly, “is when they believe I can also talk about maths, and there’s only about three of them who do.” Two of whom had also been at the Park, and at least knew her by sight. They’d put her through a bit of a test to make sure she actually knew what she was talking about. But then they’d sort of half-adopted her, like a little sister. They were both in their final years now, and would be busy with their own exams. “I don’t want to walk out with them.”

      “Or anyone?” Audrey pressed, but then something in Pen’s face dissuaded her. “Anyway. You’re right. Mixed parties get odd. People don’t remember what they’re there for. I mean, if you are there for the matchmaking, finding an intelligent spouse, that’s one thing. But it impedes actual study.”

      “I do not go to such reading parties. I do not want to end up married and someone’s barely acknowledged typist. All while keeping a house and who knows how many children together on money that runs out well before the end of the month,” Pen said. “That is not at all the sort of maths I want to do. If I’m going to make something out of nothing, let me do it with imaginary numbers properly and theoretically.”

      They were not up enough on the maths to really appreciate the joke, but they both understood that it was one, and Pen got some smiles. Audrey went on. “Anyway. Handy was complaining about some things going missing. Nothing big, from how he said it, but he was complaining in the sort of way that made me think he wasn’t saying all of it? Someone asked about it, and he said there was a sort of glowing haze about the whole thing. His studies stuck in his head well enough, or at least that’s what he claimed, but not a lot of the rest of the time. You know, he talked about Coleridge and Kubla Khan.”

      Vesta declaimed the first lines amiably. “In Xanadu did Kubla Khan a stately pleasure-dome decree: Where Alph, the sacred river, ran through caverns measureless to man down to a sunless sea.” Then she added, “Personally, given the end of the poem, I’m not sure I’d want to dwell there. Enchantment and enticement are one thing, but the costs are another.”

      “There’s not really anything we can do much about, is it?” Audrey shrugged off the problem. They were not invited to that sort of party, and certainly keeping men safe from whatever risks the world held wasn’t their duty. “Did you see Styles coming into hall?”

      Cecily Styles— well, her last name was suitable. She was modish, within the limits of clothes rationing, the sort of person who bothered to add little decorative details or tucks to all her clothing. Pen wasn’t actually entirely sure what Styles was reading. It wasn’t as if someone like that would talk to Pen, who dressed— well. Like what she was.

      Granddaughter of a country vicar, grown up in that household with her mum and dad when he wasn’t away for work. Looking proper was almost as important as actually behaving properly. Styles didn’t do either, actually. She was rumoured to be fast. Gossip had linked her with three or four different men, and she always seemed to be coming in from some party or outing. Though perhaps clever, because she was still here, and reputed to have good odds of gaining a First in Trinity term. Now Pen shook her head. “Not in particular?”

      “She had an entirely new set around her earlier, half a dozen men I’d not seen her pay much attention to before. They were moths drawn to a flame, really, and she could have her choice. All of them well-off, I think, not a shabby one in the pack.”

      Audrey could be a bit of a snob that way. Not that she didn’t have reason. Her father did something in banking. Not one of the magical banking families, but coordinating between the London banks and the magical ones. It had certainly taught Audrey how to read some of those mysteries of suit and shirt that Pen still did not properly understand.

      From there, the conversation wandered along quietly. They were, Pen thought, all in a mood to sit quietly in company as much as talk. But when Audrey glanced toward her desk for the third time, Pen claimed a cup of what was left in the teapot in her mug and went back upstairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

          THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 13TH

        

      

    

    
      By the middle of November, Pen was feeling comfortably settled in and just the right amount overwhelmed. There were ways that Oxford was very like Bletchley Park had been. There were heaps of terribly clever people everywhere she looked or listened. The rooms had about the same amount of annoyance. Though she rather particularly missed the lashings of hot water on demand at Schola. Decent plumbing, near at hand, should be one of the wonders of the world.

      But there were also ways everything was different from the Park. For one thing, her day no longer started with the need to bicycle three miles in all weather. And while the dons had standards for behaviour— especially in the women’s colleges— they were far less strict than her landlady had been at her billet. Certainly, she was much less lonely. She’d been in a house with only two other women, both working in entirely different huts and often on opposite schedules.

      More importantly, she had far more control over her own time. No more shifts rotating around the clock. There was far more variety of things to do with the time she had, between her tutorials, preparations for them, and the lectures she wanted to attend that week.

      One of the other women had been trying to convince her to join a choir. Pen had resisted, but she had taken up going and listening to them more often. She might not be exactly religious, but Grandfather had instilled in her a proper respect and appreciation for the rituals of evensong. Pen had found herself slipping into one or the other of the college chapels more frequently on the nights it was sung for a few minutes of time with something beautiful.

      Today, though, she’d come down to the Academy a little early for one of the regular Thursday lectures. And to check on two books she was interested in at the library. They hadn’t been returned yet, but the librarian had promised to send her a note and hold them for a day or two when the books came back. Pen had brought the newspaper with her, because she’d not yet had time for the crossword, and that was a lovely way to stretch her mind.

      The Junior Common Room was fairly quiet. It often was, this time of day. People with workrooms here would go up to them if they wanted to read or study. Or to the library. The common room only got those people who were at least open to the idea of conversation.

      She’d got through several of the clues properly, and she had been rather proud of herself for getting ‘demisemiquavers’ out of a clue of “shaky quarters”. It had helped that 1 Across involved “a soft way to cook an egg”. That was obviously ‘coddle’, and that had given her the first letter. And there were only so many words quite that long, especially if she took the clue as suggesting music.

      Pen filled out several more and then sat there staring at the puzzle, chewing slightly on the end of her pencil. She was concentrating so fiercely she didn’t notice that anyone had come in, until whoever it was coughed rather closer than she expected. Pen flinched, bother. Immediately a pleasant voice offered, “Beg pardon, didn’t mean to— oh, is that the crossword?” The voice was decidedly posh as well as pleasant. Pen looked up to find Edmund Carillon looking at her. She couldn’t tell from the first words whether he was a tenor or baritone, but the second half made her more sure he was the former.

      She knew who he was, of course. For one thing, anyone at the Academy this year and last knew that. But also, she’d known him on sight since they were at Schola. Even though she’d been a fourth year when he started, people had talked about him. Heir to his father, Lord Carillon, of course. Edmund Carillon had a shimmer to him that wasn’t just his magic, as if he were always standing in a prism of light.

      More than that, he’d had a serene confidence with adults— nearly all the professors— that Pen had utterly envied. Oh, she’d been on good terms with them as well, especially Professor Acharya for maths and Professor Morwen as her Head of House. But the bits of those conversations she’d seen from a distance had seemed easygoing on both sides. Not like Carillon had been trying to impress and going a bit too hard at it. He had that sort of ease that one expected from that sort of family, all full of Fox charm and the sort of smoothness that was impossible to get a solid grip on.

      Now, she blinked up at him. Pen was wearing her glasses, of course, so he was a little fuzzy where he was standing, maybe six feet away. They were a help, especially staring at the newsprint. “The Times, not the Moon.”

      “Ah. Well, I shan’t lean over your shoulder. Terribly rude.” He waved the letter in his hand. “Besides, I’ve got other puzzles to keep me occupied.” That was a cryptic statement. Then he added, bafflingly, “You’re Miss Sterling, aren’t you? Maths, I believe.”

      There was absolutely no particular reason he ought to know her or remember her, and it made her a tad uneasy to feel so noticed. But it would be rude to ignore him, and he was actually not being difficult in all the ways men sometimes could be. “Pen Sterling, and yes, maths.”

      “A pleasure.” He offered his hand. “Edmund Carillon, Greats.” Of course, saying he was reading Greats covered a tremendous amount of ground. Greek and Latin, of course, both translation and the literature in general, but also everything from the relevant history to art and architecture to archaeology. What other universities except for Cambridge referred to as Classics, but Oxford had her own ways.

      The more he spoke, the more she was aware of that cloak of genial certainty that the world was going to shine on him. She offered her own hand, more out of reflex than anything else, meeting his eyes for a moment. Then she was staring down at the paper again. “Corona.” It came out of her mouth with a slight squeak before she looked up, flushing. “Sorry. 20 across, ‘ring of sunlight’.” She couldn’t possibly explain the chain of thought that had got her there.

      He didn’t ask, just nodded and hummed agreeably, a snatch of a few notes, before he stopped. “Anywhere talking it out might be a help? Or do you prefer to do them in solitary splendour, only the work of your own mind?”

      “My own mind and reference books, once I get stuck,” Pen admitted, gesturing at the shelf of such things kept in the corner. “I enjoy doing them with my aunt, but she’s the one who taught me how to do them.”

      “The cryptic crosswords take a particular approach, don’t they?” She’d been bracing for something disparaging. Either about doing them, or about her skills, or— well. Something. And there wasn’t that at all. It had been almost confiding, somehow drawing her in.

      She hesitated, then asked, “Do you know Wales much at all? There’s one I’d have to look up.” She wasn’t sure what to make of his offer. There was a thread of something that seemed like he might be teasing. But there wasn’t anyone else around to mock her, and she did actually have a question.

      “Try me.” Carillon came around to perch on the arm of one of the chairs, without crowding her.

      “Great or Little in North Wales? Four letters.”

      “Orme.” The word made little sense to her for a moment until he spelled it out. “O-R-M-E. Place names. Off the north coast, the name means sea serpent. That’s the English name; I forget the Welsh. It’s not one of my better languages.”

      “Certainly not classical,” Pen agreed. She could reliably assume that his Latin was excellent. He’d gone through Schola, and he didn’t seem like the sort to have had one of the other ritual languages. Her Latin was decent enough. It kept coming up in a great deal of the maths discussion, older texts and all that, but her German was better, for all that was awkward now.

      “Ah, but that’s the interesting part, seeing how different languages go together.” Carillon took a breath. Before he could say anything more, there was a bell ringing. “That’s the lecture. Are you attending, Miss Sterling?”

      “Yes, I was planning on it, but I ought to gather up my things.” She didn’t want him to linger around her.

      “A pleasant afternoon, then.” There was a hint of a movement that might have been a bow. Then he put something in his pocket and went back out the door, toward the Academy’s lecture hall. She went down the hall to the loo, and by the time she came out, she judged there was sufficient space between them.

      Walking back with Audrey afterwards, arm in arm, she kept thinking about it. “Why would he know who I am?”

      “It’s not as if the Academy is that large. Larger right now than at other times. There’s what, seven thousand at Oxford this year? Thirty at the Academy in our year, with people coming back as they have?” It was a large number, especially compared to Schola— that would have been half of her year, nearly. But plenty of the magical folk at the Academy hadn’t gone to Schola. Aubrey hadn’t, nor had Vesta. There were plenty of people whose brains were excellent, but who hadn’t focused on magic as strongly.

      For her part, Pen had always felt a bit like a fish out of water at Schola, the metaphor particularly apt because she’d ended up in Salmon House. She’d expected Dunwich, for the maths, like her aunt. Or at least Owl House.

      Aubrey shrugged. “You both went to Schola. And you’re enough older he might have noticed you from that. Do you look that much different?”

      “I had schoolgirl plaits. No glasses yet, at least not where anyone would see me. And a hand-me-down uniform, even before the clothes rationing. It’s not like Mum had the coin to spare, exactly.” They’d agreed the uniform wasn’t the place to spend what they had. “And if he was in the library, it wasn’t the bits I was in.”

      “So he can’t keep up with your maths. Which makes him like most men, and most women, too.” Audrey snorted. “Most people anywhere.” They walked along a little. “Does it bother you? That he noticed you?”

      “I’m not used to people noticing me.” It came out of Pen’s mouth before she thought better of it, but Aubrey just patted her arm. “In school, I did my work. I didn’t stand out. I had friends; I still have friends.” Well, sort of, they were people she couldn’t talk to about her war, not in any sort of detail other than being assigned somewhere in England, and strongly implying clerical work. “And he’s...”

      “What?”

      “He was polite. Considerate.” Then she stopped in the middle of the pavement. “Equation. Why didn’t I see that sooner?” She was chewing on how things about Edmund Carillon didn’t quite add up. She couldn’t explain why, but she could see the patterns in her head well enough, how lines that ought to be solid connections weren’t.

      “Clue?” Aubrey was at least used to her by now.

      “Yes. Equations. Nine letters. The clue’s about ‘they keep a son quiet, certainly’, so looking at rearranging some of the letters.”

      “There you go. See, the man has some use, if it got you an answer.” Aubrey tugged her along. “Come on. I want to get some more reading in before hall.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 5


          

          TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 25TH

        

      

    

    
      “What did you think of Atkinson’s lecture, Bells?” Edmund’s chin jerked slightly as someone spoke directly to him. He’d been inappropriately ignorant of his surroundings. That had been, who was it? Cart. It was, because Cart went on. “I didn’t know you were interested in anything more recent than Alexander the Great. And Dorset’s not where your people are.”

      That choice of historical figure made Edmund snort and lean back, pointedly putting his feet up on the footstool. A small crowd had taken over Bump’s sitting room, and someone had produced a bottle or two of wine. He considered what to say and how to put it properly. “I was interested in what he’d say.” Atkinson had just privately published a history of the Dorsetshire regiment. They’d seen some notable service in both wars, and other places besides.

      “You’re reading Greats, though.” Tugs shrugged, but then he passed Edmund a refilled glass of wine.

      Edmund weighed his words. “Father was at Ypres. Not with the Dorsetshire First. But there. Until June of ‘15, the first battle.” He chose his words carefully on several counts, both the mode and what he didn’t say about what Papa had done later. There was a little murmur around the room before Edmund went on. “Say, Muses, throned above the starry frame, How first the navy blazed with Trojan flame?” He added, off-handedly. “That’s Pope’s translation. Iliad, book sixteen, lines, let’s see.” He took a breath to get it right. “112 and 113 or so.” The line numbers was showing off, admittedly.

      “Swot.” There was respect in the term, though. No one spoke for a moment. Certainly, no one asked if Papa had talked about that part of the war. People didn’t.

      After a silence, Tugs cleared his throat. “Did you learn anything new from the lecture, then?”

      Tugs was smarter than he seemed, and Edmund would do well to remember that. Edmund lifted his glass and took a sip. “The many ways men can die, and more names that ought to be remembered for it.”

      There was a silent lifting of glasses, a mute toast. No one used words. Words would be too revealing. All the men here were older. That meant they’d served, whether in combat or in some other form. Edmund nudged the conversation along a little. “Atkinson’s a fine lecturer. I was advised it was worth listening to him for that alone, how he went about his topic.” He added, “My school made rather a point of rhetoric.”

      “Where did you go, Bells?” That was Cart again, who never remembered.

      Heffalump really didn’t deserve the name. He was both sharper than he looked and more nimble. Now, he said amiably, “Some potty little school in the middle of nowhere. Didn’t even play cricket.”

      “Not everyone plays cricket, Heff.” Tugs sighed. “But I wish you’d go out for something, Bells. You’ve got muscle there somewhere and a good eye. Why aren’t you putting it to use to earn a blue?”

      Edmund both had a dozen other things to be doing with his time, and his preferred sports were only marginally on offer. The Academy fielded a bohort team that played in the Apprentice league. He’d angle to play on that next year, once Honour Mods were out of the way. He’d played pavo quite a lot over the long vac, in a league designed to take advantage of summer schedules and late sunsets. Both Albion’s preferred games did quite a bit for the physique, it was true, as well as for the mind and magical skills. Now, he shrugged. “I’m not much for early mornings. And I’ve got Honour Mods. They’re going to take all my time until Trinity term at least.”

      It got a rumble of agreement. None of the rest of them were reading Greats, but they all respected the terror of Honour Mods. Edmund had spent the better part of two years working flat out for sixteen hours a day under Major Manse’s direction on matters of national security. A full week of lengthy exam papers did not actually terrify him. But he needed to be diligent in his prep, as diligent as when he’d trained horse or hawk. “Tell me about the rowing, though. Wasn’t there something going on last week?”

      The question was a good one. Tugs and Bump explained it well enough between them. It involved a snarl of personalities, several dashes too much ego for one boat, and apparently a feud that went back to the respective men’s grandfathers. It made for an amusing story, at least now no one was in danger of falling into the water.

      “What do you do with your time, Bells?” Cart hadn’t let it go. “We’ve seen you out on the river sometimes.”

      “I enjoy taking my reading somewhere scenic when the weather’s decent,” Edmund said obligingly.

      “But never yet— that we’ve spotted— with a young woman. Are you seeing someone secretly?” Cart leaned forward.

      Edmund snorted at that. He wasn’t seeing anyone, but that was because who he married was a complicated thing. A marriage would be important, or at least he’d do his utmost to find someone. The land magic could go to one of his sisters after him, or whatever children they had, but he’d been Heir since he was twelve.

      He loved the place. He looked forward to a life tucked into the New Forest, and he had neither Mama nor Papa’s wandering feet. All of that, he thought, had gone to Merry. Or perhaps a dash to Ros, if she really took up diplomatic work and followed in Uncle Alexander’s footsteps. “Got to find the right sort. And honestly, my people worry a tad about inbreeding.”

      “Oh, that’s right, you have horses, don’t you?” Horses were one of the safer bits of Edmund’s true life to mention. He’d thought about bringing one here, but he’d decided against it. He’d retired his mount from his school days to pasture and the occasional gentle hack when he’d left Schola and only had time for the war. If he wanted, he could have his pick of the current younger horses, and maybe he‘d do something about that this year.

      Now, he nodded. “We’ve a breeding stable. New Forest pony stock, bred to cobs, mostly. Clever, quick, and they turn out to make excellent hunters and lighter working horses. There’s still a fair bit of land where the roads aren’t good.” That, as Edmund had expected, got the conversation amiably off onto horses they had known, or at least observed. From there it went on to dogs and cats, which had even wider circles of admirers.

      “You know, Rigby was saying something about his dog. Took a sudden dislike to someone. He said it was the oddest thing.” Biggs leaned forward to pour a little more wine, then offered the bottle to Tugs.

      “Long vac?” Tugs asked the obvious question.

      “No, his parents were up, and they drove. Some business matters, I think. Saved up the petrol for it.” Biggs leaned over to grab the bottle and pour a bit more into his cup. “Anyway, there they are taking a walk, and Rigby sees a girl he’s been— well. And the dog just snarls.”

      “Well. That’s something. What’d he do? Or the girl?” Tugs took a long sip of his wine.

      “She said something— he doesn’t remember what— and the dog whined and lay down and behaved. She said maybe it was something she’d been wearing that reminded him of her cats at home.” Biggs shrugged. “I’ve seen a dog do that sort of thing, obeying, but generally only well trained. And with someone they trust.”

      Edmund considered, then ventured a question. “What did Rigby think about it?”

      “Oh, that she was right. She was terribly charming to his people. He’s rather smitten. A Somerville girl, I think. The name began with an S, I think. But you know Rigby. He’s not steady about women. It's hard to keep track of them.” Biggs waved his glass, eyed it, then drank a long swallow..

      “That’s because you’re reading history, and your head is full of names and dates.” Tugs clapped him on the shoulder. “Was that— oh, what’s the name? Styles. Cecily Styles?” Tugs was watching Biggs steadily now, and Edmund certainly noticed that.

      “Might be. Doesn’t clash anyway with what I remember. Why?” Biggs lifted his glass, eyed it, and had another long sip. “Don’t think I know the girl.”

      “Oh, seen her with a few others. She’s got the looks to draw the eye, and she’s obviously got wits.” Tugs shrugged. “Not the sort my people would approve of, though. A bit too fast. That’s the fourth or fifth set I know she’s been invited around with. Doesn’t seem to have people of her own.”

      Heffalump pointed out softly, “Not everyone does anymore.” It made Edmund more sure Heffalump had larger losses of his own than he didn’t talk about. He went on, “Also, can’t blame a woman for wanting some connections in the world. Time-honoured approach. And it’s not as if we don’t need to settle down, in time.” It was a kind way to think about it.

      Edmund thought the story was a little odd, and it fit a bit with a few others he’d heard recently. A ripple in an unexpected place. That was the way Uncle Alexander would put it. Watching for those was something Edmund was trained to do. Couldn’t stop doing now, for all he’d tried. He waited for another little break in the conversation and said, “I heard something a bit odd the other day. Who was it? Like something out of a mystery novel, jewels going missing, or something like that. Not as recognisable as jewels, no.”

      “Oh, the long vac. July, I think it was,” Heffalump chimed in. “The Wintons. The Surrey ones. Do you know them?”

      Edmund shook his head. “Not directly. Who was it telling the story— I forget now.” It had, in fact, been someone at the Academy, which was why it had caught his attention. He was fairly sure the Wintons— those Wintons— weren’t magical. He was certain they weren’t notably magical, anyway. “Do you remember what happened?”

      “Why, are you interested?” Tugs leaned forward.

      Edmund considered his choices. “Mother likes a bit of a mystery. And Father spends a lot of time looking at the auctions. Objects d’art and all that, as well as books.” He was careful about what he called Mama and Papa in these conversations, because calling him that, the names he actually used, had implications that wouldn’t serve Papa’s goals. Edmund had sworn to himself long ago that he’d not cause Papa’s many plots and twists of skill to come to nothing.

      “Ah.” Tugs leaned back, but said nothing for a long moment. Edmund thought he’d fouled it, but then Tugs added, quietly, “They’re cousins. And it was rather a mess. They had quite a large party. Thirty or so. People our age and some of the extended family. Quite a work of art, too. And sentimental, it was a gift to their great-grandfather when he was out in India.”

      Edmund nodded, the proper amount of solemnity. “I’m sorry to hear it. Losing a work of art— especially if there’s a family history— is always such a waste.”

      “There’s a classicist for you, admiring old things. Come on, Bells, don’t you care about anything modern? You should come out dancing with us on Saturday. You never do.”

      Edmund had other things he wanted to do on a Saturday night. Ritual work, for one thing, and the Academy was usually fairly quiet then. But now he let out a breath. “Anything particularly good going on? My reading doesn’t do itself.”

      “All work and no play makes Bells a very dull boy.” Tugs said it mock-solemnly, and Edmund held up his hands in surrender. After hearing a bit more about it, he agreed to go along with them for at least a bit. He’d find another time for the ritual work Uncle Alexander wanted him to do. Friday, maybe, or Sunday.
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