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The Doctor Floats


WANTED: Airship Doctor


Physician welcome, surgeon preferred. Remuneration according to experience level. Education open to negotiation. Progressive philosophy and equable temperament preferred. Must tolerate explosions and cats.


Dr Arsenic Ruthven turned the advertisement over in her hand. She’d spotted it three days before, in The Mooning Standard, which was a very forward-thinking paper. Yet it went beyond her expectations. It was, in a word, ideal. The author of such an oddly worded advert might be convinced to overlook her greatest failing as a doctor in the eyes of society: being female.


She read it over for the hundredth time. That last line was a corker. Arsenic knew of very few doctors who would put up with both explosions and cats. Or explosions caused by cats. She was one of the few.


Arsenic had contacted the brokering agent and been told, curtly, to seek out The Spotted Custard dirigible, moored in Regent’s Park at five in the afternoon on Thursday next.


Accordingly, she’d arrived by half past four. Arsenic abhorred tardiness. She was standing next to her collapsible mono-wheel with medical kit in hand in time to watch a distinguished-looking physician with prominent muttonchops and even more prominent teeth go up the gangplank. He was not particularly fit, and the colour and texture of his nose suggested a preference for, and regular indulgence in, claret of an evening – and morning and afternoon and just before bed.


He was after her position, if his doctor’s bag and smug expression were any indication.


My position, Dr Hairy Jowls Strawberry Nose! She thought it, but she didn’t let it show in her expression or posture.


Arsenic tilted her head back, pretending at a tourist’s curiosity over the dirigible. It was modern, massive, and cheerfully spotted. It was also heavily armed, which was an aberration in a pleasure craft.


Her pretence seemed unnecessary as the muttonchops didn’t sway in her direction. A modern young lady in outrageous dress was beneath his contempt. Medical kit or no.


Arsenic judged him for his doctor’s bag more than anything else. So old-fashioned. His techniques are likely equally so.


Oh, she very much judged him.


She needn’t have worried.


He came back down the gangplank a mere ten minutes later, flushed and blustering. Which made Arsenic nervous but also immeasurably pleased.


She rubbed sweaty hands over the black serge skirt of her golf costume. It was hemmed in scarlet and six whole inches off the ground. As if that weren’t daring enough, she’d paired it with a scarlet blouse and black knickerbockers. It was beyond progressive, some might even say outrageously suffrage.


But Arsenic wasn’t one to hide. She had a demanding profession and she rode a mono-wheel. It was silly to wear long skirts and fancy lace blouses, they impeded mobility and were a challenge to clean. She was a surgeon, blood and mess were part of day-to-day operations – literally and figuratively. She’d even been known to roll up her sleeves when the situation warranted, and scuttle the consequences!


Aye, she wanted the position, rather desperately, but she wasn’t going to compromise in personality or attire in order to achieve it. The advert said progressive, Dr Arsenic Ruthven would give them progressive.


Thus buoyed, she checked her watch.


4:50 p.m.


She took a breath and, mono-wheel slung over one arm, medical kit under the other, she marched up the gangplank and aboard the aptly named Spotted Custard.


“How’s this? Fancy, fancy. I like this one.”


A suite of young ruffians was lounging about applying commentary to the applicants. The young lad who spoke was smudged and cheerful, lean and fit, and possibly not a lad.


“No wager on this one, gentlemen, I give even odds.”


Arsenic squinted at the malcontent. Female, she decided after a moment’s focus on skeletal structure.


“Proper stuffing, she is,” agreed one of the others, chewing happily on reed or cob or something similarly tough and vegetative. He was also smudged and muscled. Bit sunburned. I must remember to stock burn balms. I wager the boilers can scald too.


“Definitely nibbles the biscuit,” added one of the others.


Arsenic was rather chuffed by this observation. She’d never before nibbled anyone’s biscuit, so she was disposed to be pleased, even when coming from the mouths of babes. Wisdom of youth and all.


“Swanky duds.” The first turned bright sharp eyes onto Arsenic.


Clear sclera. Healthy.


“Thank you verra much,” replied Arsenic. “I’ll do, then?”


“Not up to us. More’s the pity,” lamented the girl.


“Still, I’d like to know I’ve your approval.” Arsenic was not above enlisting backers, small and scruffy though they may be.


The girl jumped down off her perch and sauntered across the deck, hands deep in pockets, examining Arsenic with interest.


“I’m Spoo,” said, apparently, Spoo.


Arsenic inclined her head. “Delighted to make your acquaintance, Miss Spoo.”


“Just Spoo’ll do. You got dulcet ways for a lady sporting trousers.”


“They tried,” Arsenic explained.


Spoo laughed. “Could be our ship’s motto, that.”


“No one is here to collect me just yet. Would you like to start the interview, Spoo?”


Spoo looked delighted. “Would I ever! How do you feel about candied fruit?”


“Favourably.”


“What would you do if the forward ballast collapsed?”


“Stay out of your way.” This girl must be a deckling, and from the way the others stayed back watching, probably head deckling.


“You good with a needle?”


“Very.”


“You a leech?” Spoo had excellent upper-body musculature, probably from balloon-stimulated gymnastic endeavours. Decklings did a great deal of rigging-work.


“Never. That’s well out of date.”


“Allergic to cats?” One of the others asked that question. He was shorter with impressive shoulders. Those muscles were from shovelling and he was more smudged. Arsenic guessed he was a sootie.


“Nay, love them.”


“Well, don’t love them too much. Miss Primrose wouldn’t like that.” Spoo spoke with sepulchral foreboding.


“Neither would Mr Percy,” said a new voice. Another young person trundled up.


This one was about Spoo’s age, early teens. He, however, was meticulously clean and dressed in a dark vest and jacket with striped trousers and crisp white shirt. The attire indicated staff of some kind, a footman or valet. Although he was rather young for either position. He was also on the tubby end of the spectrum, with hair trimmed short and a grave round face. Arsenic worried about his diet.


“Are you our five o’clock?” He held himself with dignity and gravitas.


“Aye, sir.” Arsenic was already confused by the nature of authority on this ship, so she erred in favour of politeness.


“I like this one.” Spoo patted Arsenic in a conspiratorial way.


“Oh you do, do you?” The dapper youngster was not impressed. “Gave her good odds, did you?”


“Now don’t go getting all over contrary, Virgil. You know we got to have us something out of the ordinary for this here airship.”


“Do we? I should think that was the last thing The Spotted Custard needed – yet another eccentric.” The boy squinted up at Arsenic. “Are you an eccentric, Doctor?”


“Only when the situation warrants.”


“You aren’t wearing a hat.”


“Hats get in the way, except for sunshade, and I work indoors.” Arsenic had strong feelings on the service application of hats. Once she stopped hiding the fact that she was female and started growing her hair, she tended towards a simple plait. This kept all her thick strands contained, but did not easily support hatpins. Besides, small hats served no useful function and large ones interfered with visual acumen. She’d given them up soon as may be.


“Oh dear,” said Virgil.


“They’re na practical under most circumstances.” She dug in.


“Stop, before you get into real trouble,” advised Spoo, grinning hugely.


“This will all end in tears,” predicted Virgil, guiding her over to a ladder that led down belowdecks.


“Only for you, Virgil-love,” shot Spoo at his departing back, and then added, “You playing tiddlywinks with us after dinner?”


Virgil waved a lugubrious hand at her.


Arsenic, hiding a smile and feeling far more relaxed than previously, set her mono-wheel down against the railing with a sharp look at Spoo and a small prayer that it wouldn’t be tampered with, and followed Virgil into the belly of the dirigible.


“I like your ship,” she said, hoping to mollify the young man.


“It’s ridiculous,” he replied, unmollified. “So spotty.”


“I’ve always been a fan of ladybugs,” replied Arsenic. It was true. Her father was an avid gardener who’d passed that love on to Arsenic. She’d never met a gardener who didn’t love a ladybug or two. She was charmed by the fact that The Spotted Custard’s balloon was painted to resemble one. It was jolly, all over red and black. Besides, it matched her outfit.
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Professor Percival Tunstell (sometimes erroneously referred to as the Honourable) was annoyed with life and bored out of his gourd.


“This is the last one, correct? Please say yes.” He didn’t bother to hide his annoyance. He’d no idea why he was needed for this, of all things! He’d theories to research (very important theories), charts to draw up (vital and interesting charts). Instead he was stuck sitting in his best suit wasting good daylight hours on an endless stream of insufferably pompous physicians.


“If he works, he’s the last one. But given what’s happened so far…” Primrose puffed out her cheeks. “We’ll likely have to do this all over again. Run another advertisement.” She was clearly vexed, but being his sister, relished threatening him with future horror.


He glared at her as if this were all her fault. Then, in case she couldn’t interpret his expression after two dozen years of being his twin, he said, “This is all your fault.” He suspected he sounded atrocious and too much like their mother.


“It absolutely is not! I happened to be one of the few people on this airship not injured over the last year.”


She had a fair point.


Percy hated it when his sister had a fair point.


Rue interceded. “Stop it, both of you. It’s got to be done. Perhaps I should have worded the advertisement more strongly?”


Prim sighed loudly. “You said, must tolerate explosions and cats. I’d think that’s sufficiently strong.”


“Yes, but I didn’t say we’d actually be testing them with an explosion and a cat.”


Primrose pursed her lips. “I’m sure Quesnel didn’t mean for the sugar pot to blow up.”


“He never does.” Rue wore a fond smile. “You have to admit it’s rather startling.”


Prim rolled her eyes. “Yes, all six times. Will it be happening with the next tea tray as well?”


“Of course.”


Percy added, “And Footnote didn’t mean to sniff every single one of them. But to be fair, this is his airship. More importantly, this is the stateroom where there’s usually food. He’s always around if we’re in here. I can’t kick him out, that’d be rude. Right, Footy old chap?”


Footnote, who was currently leaning against Percy’s left ankle with one paw on the toe of his shoe, looked up at him and gave an imperious mew.


Rue agreed, “It certainly would be rude.”


“Perhaps it’s not the advert but the profession itself that is unable to satisfy our needs?” suggested Primrose forlornly.


Percy didn’t want to agree with her but she was probably correct. He had his doubts about physicians. Leeches and charlatans, the lot of them, with no foundation in good proper scientific research and…


A tap came at the door. Footnote trotted over to supervise whatever happened next.


“Come in,” said Rue. Not rising.


Percy stood, though. He was prepared to make a slightly too shallow bow to properly greet whatever pedantic twaddle swaggered through the door. He may have strong feelings on the profession, but he was a gentleman.


Virgil led in the candidate.


Percy goggled.


There was no kinder way of putting it. Positively goggled like a stunned chipmunk.


Primrose let out a soft, “Oh my.”


Rue rubbed her hands together. “Excellent!”


Virgil intoned, “Your five o’clock appointment, Dr Ruthven, to see you, Lady Captain.”


Percy considered that he might have to wean Virgil off his current diet of gothic literature. His valet was becoming positively moribund. He didn’t fret over Virgil’s reading habits for long, though, because some irresistible force dragged his attention back to the new doctor.


Percy came over all queasy and flushed. Oh dear.


The female physician, for that was what she must be, was on the smallish side, thin compared to Rue and Prim, and a mite taller. Certainly not as beautiful as Tasherit. Yet he was riveted by her. As if she were some new unexplainable natural phenomenon, like the aetheric bubbles he’d recently written about in a widely discussed and well-received new pamphlet. Or those bright green sand fleas he’d collected in Lima. Being female, she probably wouldn’t like the comparison to bubbles or fleas, but both had been absolutely fascinating.


She was serious faced and dark haired and she wore no hat. Her attire seemed odd but serviceable. Percy had no eye for fashion. He disliked that he was noticing hers.


She turned big dark blue eyes on him.


Percy froze. He was supposed to bow or something. “I’ll just sit,” he said, voice a little weak. And did. He’d seen a whale once the colour of those eyes. Big whale, very smooth and in the ocean and lashing its tail about and…


Percival Tunstell had lost his train of scientific thought.


Percival Tunstell never lost a train of scientific thought. This was not good.


Virgil made introductions. “This is the captain, Lady Akeldama. That is the Honourable Miss Tunstell, ship’s purser, and this rude boffin is my horrible master, Professor Tunstell, ship’s navigator. Ignore him. I usually do.” He glared about. “Spoo approves this candidate, in case you care.” He threw this last statement at Rue almost like a barb.


Rue made a note. “Of course I care.”


“She isn’t wearing a hat,” objected Virgil.


“Not everyone takes them as seriously as you, dear. It’ll be all right in the end, civilisation will remain standing.”


Virgil frowned. “Civilisations have fallen for less.”


Rue rolled her eyes at the valet. “Go get the tea, Virgil, do.”


“Same sugar pot?”


“Yes please.” Rue’s voice had that forced cheerfulness it often assumed when dealing with Virgil (or with Percy himself, for that matter) in public.


Rue made a graceful gesture with her hand at the open chair across from her. She’d arranged them to sit so that she and Prim were on one side of the table with Percy at the end. The chair directly opposite Rue and nearest the door was intended for the candidate.


“Dr Ruthven, do sit down. I must say, you’re a pleasant surprise.”


“Aye?”


“Indeed. And I admire your attire greatly. I do so adore sportswear. Unfortunately, it’s not very conducive to, well, my life…”


“Actually, I find it mighty conducive to most things. That’s why I wear it.”


The young doctor was very forthright. Percy found this irksome, although there was no question that it would facilitate coping with an injured Rue or any of the others aboard The Spotted Custard. Backbone was practically a moral imperative on this ship.


Up until that moment, if asked, Percy would have said he preferred mild-mannered soft-spoken young ladies (unlike his sister and his captain). Percy frowned. That is what I prefer! Not that he’d a great deal of experience with the fairer sex. Aside from Prim and Rue (and Tasherit and Spoo, who didn’t count), Percy tended to flee females as if they represented a herd of peer reviews.


Rue squinted. “You don’t know anything about me?”


The doctor looked bewildered. “Nay, should I?”


“Yes, but it’s a relief that you don’t. I’m rather a scientific curiosity and most of the applicants so far were more interested in dissecting me than in the position on offer.”


“I assure you, I am na in the habit of conducting vivisections.”


“Good to know. Shall we get on with the interview then, Dr Ruthven?”


“I’m at your disposal, Captain.”
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Dr Arsenic Ruthven had been in some odd situations in her life but this one took the clootie dumpling.


Aye, she was being interviewed. But not by an aged ex-floatillah officer, as she’d expected. Retired puff-men were commonly tapped to captain pleasure craft for the idle rich. Generally speaking, the idle rich did not do the captaining themselves. And yet, before her sat three individuals who were, quite frankly, the very definition of the upper crust.


The stout brunette with tan skin, yellow eyes, and decidedly cheeky disposition was actually the captain of the airship! Lady Akeldama looked robust if a touch puffy. Arsenic considered salt retention.


Next to Lady Akeldama sat Miss Tunstell, who had a stack of paperwork and a stylus, suggesting she was in charge of staffing as well as being purser. She was straight-backed and pertly serious, with dark curls and soft skin. She appeared to be in good health.


Rounding out the trio was the bonnie ginger, Professor Tunstell, who didn’t seem to have much to say for himself. Usual in academics who tended to wait until they had something to say on the subject of others. He was watching Arsenic from under lashes that were rather long for such a fair-haired fellow. Arsenic felt rather like a specimen under his microscope. He was too pale, and could likely use regular airing and calisthenics but no doubt resisted both with every fibre of his academic soul.


They were all near to Arsenic’s own age, perhaps a little younger, and looked more like they were dressed for a ball than for interviewing a physician. Even behind the table, Arsenic could make out a great deal of satin and brocade, rather too much for this time of day. Both young ladies sported elaborate hairstyles and the professor’s cravat was formed into a knot of epic wonder. It was all ridiculously formal.


Arsenic had donned her finest sportswear. Never would she have guessed she’d be the one underdressed for this interview.


Another person might have found the encounter too peculiar, but Arsenic was, when it counted most, her mother’s daughter. Thus her reaction to an odd situation was to perfect her posture, narrow her eyes, and remind herself that she had much to offer any crew. Then, because she was also her father’s daughter, she smiled softly, took her chair with grace, and resolved to be charming.


“Very well. Dr Ruthven, where did you train in the fine art of medicine?” Miss Tunstell began the actual interview.


Arsenic looked to the captain, because she was, after all, the captain, and received a gracious nod. As if to say, Go on.


“My degree is through Edinburgh University via correspondence. I was trained mainly on the battlefield. South Africa.” Arsenic preferred to talk as little as may be about that but she knew experience was important. The advertisement had specified.


Miss Tunstell’s voice became gentle. “Did you serve?”


“As a woman? Na officially. But at least that meant, when I left, it wasna desertion.” Please dinna ask please dinna…


“Jameson?”


Arsenic winced. News of the botched raid had reached London before she did and become sensationalized. She nodded.


“You disagree?”


Politics, already? Arsenic glanced helplessly at the wealthy aristocrats before her. She hesitated. Finally, she spoke, knowing she sounded more Scottish when attempting to master her emotions. “’Tis na ours. Nary a one is ours.”


“The whole Empire or the African outposts?” Lady Akeldama leaned forward.


I’m na going to get this position. Arsenic’s heart sank but she wasn’t going to fib, either. “The Empire. It costs too much, too many lives, on both sides. I’m a surgeon, na a politician.”


“So who would know better than you?” Strangely the captain seemed sympathetic.


“You dinna mind?”


“That you’re a radical? Not especially. We’ve all gone native at this juncture.”


“Native to where?” They were, after all, currently in London and Lady Akeldama had a very polished accent.


The captain only wiggled her head back and forth. “Wherever we happen to be at the time, usually. It’s a supernatural affinity thing.”


“Is it?” Arsenic hadn’t a great deal of exposure to the supernatural set. Except, of course, the werewolf regimental attachment to the army during her time in South Africa. They’d been decent eggs. But she hadn’t seen much of them as they didn’t require her services. They healed themselves neatly enough. As a result, Arsenic knew very little, medically or otherwise, about supernatural creatures. Although she’d enjoyed socializing with the werewolves when given a chance. They reminded her a great deal of her da, who was entirely human but a soldier and with werewolfish inclinations towards being a big gruff softy.


Lady Akeldama shifted in her seat. “I’ll explain later. Moving on. You have field training in battle wounds?”


“Almost all my experience is with such. ’Tis difficult for a young lady to set up practice in a town when there are gentleman physicians. But armies canna afford to be picky about surgeons.”


“Practical training is good.” The captain nodded.


Miss Tunstell was taking enthusiastic notes.


Arsenic relaxed slightly.


Miss Tunstell cleared her throat delicately. “Returning to the proper order of questions… Do you know how to extract a bullet and tend a puncture wound?”


“Of course.”


“And can you stitch up a gouge?”


“Verra neatly, if I do say so myself. And bone setting is one of my fortes.”


“That’s good. That’s very good.” The captain slapped her hands together. Despite her fancy attire, a beautiful ivory dress with appliqué yellow flowers, Lady Akeldama wasn’t wearing any gloves. Interesting omission.


“Rue,” hissed Miss Tunstell. “You keep skipping ahead!”


“Sorry, Prim, do go on.”


“How about smaller household ailments and illnesses?”


Arsenic strove to be honest. “I’ve my education to call upon and a small library, if I might be permitted to bring that aboard. But day-to-day treatment is na my strong suit. Basic medicinals and such I keep to hand, of course.” She hoisted her medical kit up on the table and patted it. “But anything exotic and I’d need consult an expert.” She was thinking about foreign lands, and how many soldiers she had lost to malignant fever rather than injury.


“Did you say library?” Professor Tunstell finally spoke up. He’d a pleasant light tenor and a distinct Eton accent. Was he married to the stiff young lady? Nay, Virgil had called her Miss Tunstell, not Mrs, so he must be a brother or cousin.


Arsenic strove to correct any erroneous assumptions. “Only a small collection of slim volumes, I assure you. I’ve travelled extensively over the past few years, and havena amassed many books. They shouldna weigh down the ship overmuch.”


He gave a shy half smile, which turned him even more pretty. The smile wobbled, as if it were stiff from underuse. “Oh, we don’t worry about that. You should feel free to collect further. And you may store them in my library.”


“Oh might she indeed, Percy?” Miss Tunstell’s expression was all incredulity.


Professor Tunstell blinked a moment, as if startled by his own invitation. “Yes, I do believe I actually mean it.”


Miss Tunstell rolled her eyes. “Oh for goodness’ sake, what is floating in your aether today? You’re even more exasperating than normal. Where was I?”


“You were asking about my education and experience,” prompted Arsenic. She had three sisters, thus she knew how to keep a conversation on track.


“Yes, thank you, Doctor. I believe I’m satisfied for now. Besides there is Mother to consider. She said you might do in that letter.”


Everyone, including Arsenic, looked at Miss Tunstell in utter confusion.


Miss Tunstell waved an airy hand. “You don’t remember the letter? Something to do with Aunt Softy? No? Why am I the only one who cares about this kind of thing?”


“Well, if it came from Aunt Softy,” said Professor Tunstell, possibly sarcastically.


“Via your mother,” added the captain, definitely sarcastically.


Arsenic was confused. “Someone knew I’d apply?”


“Someone sent you the advertisement, didn’t they?” Miss Tunstell looked, if possible, even more prim.


“It was in the paper.”


“And that paper arrived opened to our advert on your doorstep, did it not?”


“How’d you know?”


“Aunt Softy works in mysterious ways. So does my mother.”


Arsenic wondered if her own mother had anything to do with it. She felt suddenly as if her life was being managed by others. Not a pleasant sensation. But she still desired the position and now she had something to prove.


The captain glared at Miss Tunstell. “You could have warned me this one had Aunt Ivy’s stamp.”


“I didn’t want to prejudice you,” snapped back Miss Tunstell.


“For or against?” The captain pursed her lips and looked at Arsenic with a modicum more suspicion than before.


“Who’s Aunt Ivy?” wondered Arsenic.


“The Aunt Softy connection. It’s best not to worry too much about such things. You know aunts, they will interfere given the slightest opportunity.”


“I have sisters, same difference.”


“Too true,” said Professor Tunstell, softly.


The two ladies sneered at him. Miss Tunstell is definitely his sister, and the captain probably a childhood friend.


Miss Tunstell returned to Arsenic. “May I please see your accreditation?”


“Of course, I’ve it here.” Arsenic popped open her medical kit with the activation button. It decompressed and spiralled up, showing off dozens of shelves and compartments, stretching three feet tall. It was a masterwork of design and function and had cost her a small fortune. Arsenic never resented a penny. She fished out the requested paperwork from its special sleeve under the lid. She kept it easily accessible. She was accustomed to having her expertise questioned.


Miss Tunstell gave it a cursory glance. The captain waved it off, seeming more interested in the auto-telescoping function of Arsenic’s kit. Professor Tunstell, however, pulled out an adorable set of spectacles and gave the paperwork a thorough read.


“Ruthven. Why do I know that name?” he asked, apparently of the paper, as he did not look up.


“Mother’s letter?” suggested Miss Tunstell.


Professor Tunstell snorted without looking up. “As if I read anything Mother writes. No no, it’s something else.”


Arsenic felt her heart sink. Her mother hadn’t been active for years. And never worked under the name Ruthven. She was, in fact, officially retired – although really, was that even possible? Still, Preshea Ruthven had once had a reputation. Arsenic’s family had endeavoured to keep Mother’s married name separate from her other married names, but it was difficult for a lady of deadly notoriety to remain entirely obscure.


Arsenic prepared to explain.


But then the professor snapped his fingers. “Oh yes, Professor Belladonna Ruthven, out of Dublin. She wrote that marvellous paper on the beneficial medicinal properties of digitalis when used in small doses. Does the medical profession run in your family then, Dr Ruthven?”


“Oh aye, I mean to say, nay. It dinna run in the family. I’m the only doctor. My sister Bella is a botanist. The micro-use application was my idea. I dinna have the patience for publication, so I let her write it up. Better if people know, aye?”


Professor Tunstell gave her his full unblinking attention. His blue-green eyes were large behind the small gold spectacles. “You let her publish your findings?”


“Nay. I merely mentioned to her that I’d success with small doses of digitalis to increase heart rate, rather than using it to murder people. Bella thought it a fine concept and looked into it further with me as consult.” Arsenic wrinkled her nose. “’Tis what she does. We deduced some verra exciting applications.” She knew she was about to start rambling, but they had. “To counteract constrictive breathing disorders. To allay sluggish speed malfunctions in the heart. Even atrial arrhythmias. Can you imagine?”


She trailed off because everyone was staring at her.


“My goodness” – Lady Akeldama squirmed in her chair – “she’s almost as bad as Percy.”


“This is ridiculous,” said Miss Tunstell, although she was looking more thoughtful than annoyed. “We can’t justify another one, can we? Virgil may never forgive us.”


“But listen to her,” objected the captain. “She’s brilliant! And she has a lovely accent. I find Sottish tremendously reassuring, don’t you?”


Arsenic flushed in pleasure and dipped her head. She was beginning to rather adore Lady Akeldama. There was no artifice to her. Which, in Arsenic’s family, was unheard of. Even her beloved da, while open and loving, could be secretive.


“You didn’t want to publish?” Professor Tunstell was staring at Arsenic as if she had spontaneously grown a third arm.


Into this mild hysteria came the welcome relief of the dour Virgil. He knocked and then entered carrying a laden tea tray.


Miss Tunstell waved him in. “Now, this is mostly for you, Dr Ruthven. Do help yourself. We’ve already had five portions. That’s a bit much tea in one afternoon, even for us.”


“Heresy.” The captain looked fervent.


Miss Tunstell gave a long-suffering sigh and began to pour. Despite her comments, everyone was given a fresh cuppa. Although only Arsenic was offered the plate of scones.


Arsenic, too nervous to eat, waved it away.


The captain seemed to find this the first thing about Arsenic not to her liking. “You don’t want a scone? But everyone wants scones.”


Arsenic didn’t know what to say. She didn’t like scones – nasty dry things – and she hadn’t a large appetite, regardless. She’d already consumed a perfectly sufficient breakfast. She wouldn’t need to eat again for ages. “I’m na… That is… I’m na a verra good eater.”


“What?” The captain’s expression darkened and her peculiar yellow eyes narrowed.


Miss Tunstell came over all placating. “Rue darling, that’d be a nice change aboard this ship.”


Professor Tunstell added, “I’m not either, to be fair.” He gave Virgil an affectionate little nudge after the laddie delivered his tea. Virgil scowled approvingly back at the man.


“No one cares about you, Percy.” Miss Tunstell sniffed.


Arsenic scraped her brain for something witty to say to combat Lady Akeldama’s disapproval. Then, without reason or instigation, the sugar pot exploded.


It wiggled a bit. Gave a loud wheezing bang and shot its lid up into the air.


The thing was made of metal, so it didn’t shatter. Granules of sugar flew about. The lid clattered to the table before rolling onto the floor. Nothing serious.


Arsenic jerked in her chair and then let out a surprised laugh. The lid hadn’t hit anyone but she couldn’t shut down her doctor nature if she tried. “Is anyone hurt? Sugar in the eye?”


“See, there? Perfect.” The captain sounded triumphant.


Some kind of test? Arsenic cocked her head, trying to decide whether to be annoyed or charmed.


“Yes, well, I see your point, Rue dear.” Miss Tunstell’s blue eyes were warm on Arsenic’s face.


Professor Tunstell wasn’t paying attention. “Not publish? Not publish!”


Arsenic decided to ignore him, as that seemed to be the general tactic among the ladies and she was already beginning to consider herself one of them. She wanted to be one of them, almost more than she wanted the position. Besides, the professor was profoundly academic. Scholars could get outlandish and unhinged.


“Weel, that was fun.” Arsenic stood to find the lid, which had ended up near the door on her side of the table.


“You’re a good sort, aren’t you, Doctor.” Miss Tunstell was decided.


Arsenic retrieved the lid and sat back down, glowing with their approval.


“It was only a little explosion.” Professor Tunstell seemed a touch annoyed by his sister’s praise.


“For show?” suggested Arsenic.


The captain laughed. “How did you know?”


“My family has interests that are occasionally subversive.”


“They like tricky little devices, eh?”


“My mother’s usually explode with greater purpose,” Arsenic said without really thinking about it. Oops.


Lady Akeldama became momentarily serious. “Your mother doesn’t know my mother, does she?”


“Who’s your mother?”


“Lady Maccon.”


“I dinna think so.” The name rang some faint bells but not in connection with Preshea Ruthven. Lady Maccon was something else… political? Or scandalous? Perhaps both? Arsenic rarely paid attention to London gossip. She grew up in Scotland, never had a London season, and then promptly left in pursuit of an education.


“If her interest is in devices, she’s more likely to know Quesnel’s mother,” said Miss Tunstell.


“Who’s that?” wondered Arsenic.


“Madame Lefoux.”


That was a name Arsenic knew. “Aye, of course. But that hardly makes a difference, everyone orders from Lefoux.”


“True, true.” The captain, for some reason, preened at this. Apparently, Arsenic had said something bang on. Really this was the oddest interview.


“Quesnel is the inventor’s son, then?” Arsenic wondered what connection he had to the ship.


“Could we get through one afternoon without talking about that man?” Professor Tunstell had a pained expression on his face.


“Never!” Lady Akeldama grinned.


The professor made an exasperated noise. Then glanced at Arsenic and went red about the ears. He stared hurriedly back down at her accreditation papers, which he’d been fiddling with restlessly.


Arsenic reached over and extracted them from him.


“Righto, yes.” He frowned at her gloveless hands.


Arsenic wondered what he found so continually objectionable about her. He’d barely looked at her the entire interview. And now the absence of gloves offended? She couldn’t very well stitch up a wound wearing fancy-wear, now could she?


Another knock sounded, and since he was still there, no doubt collecting gossip for the decklings, Virgil opened the door.


An extremely handsome swarthy gentleman stuck his head in.


Arsenic’s mother was one of the most beautiful humans on the planet, which had taught Arsenic to be wary of anyone gorgeous. Not those like Professor Tunstell, who was awkwardly unaware of his allure, but those like this man. Whoever he was, he knew what he looked like. His gaze was self-assured and direct.


Predator, thought Arsenic, noting the way he moved, how he occupied the doorway – barring it but also watching the hallway with his peripheral vision. Trained. He was admirably fit, too. The way he stood, so balanced. She assessed his stance. Not fencing, something rougher, closer… Knives, perhaps?


He looked away from her and at the captain. There was a passing physical resemblance between them, although the eyes were different. His were dark and fierce.


“Little cousin,” he said, which answered that question, “we must make with going.” He had a strong Italian accent.


Lady Akeldama introduced him to Arsenic in a matter-of-fact tone. “Dr Ruthven, this is Mr Tarabotti, my cousin. Charming man, he once tried to kill me.”


The Italian made a clucking noise. “Not personal. And that time has gone.”


The captain’s face was inscrutable. “You shot and killed my mother’s butler.”


Arsenic was fascinated. What an interesting dynamic these two had.


“No no, little cousin, that was one of my men, not me. Sì, if I had known who he was and how important, I would no see him dead. But he is still here. Did you want him to see this?” He gestured at Arsenic imperiously. “I could tell him. Sì?”


“What am I going to do with you?” was the captain’s almost affectionate response.


Really, was everyone aboard this ship slightly mad? Much of Arsenic’s initial conversation with the decklings was beginning to make sense. All the crew seemed, in a word, eccentric.


Mr Tarabotti smiled. “Too late, little cousin. I stay here. You done almost? You maybe do not wish late, no? Your father, he will throw a fop.”


Miss Tunstell said, “Throw a fit, I think you mean, Rodrigo.”


“Sì?”


“Yes. He is a fop but he throws a fit.”


The captain interrupted, “Yes yes. Soon. But this is more important.”


“Sì?” Mr Tarabotti shrugged and left. He said something in Italian to someone waiting in the hallway as he closed the door.


Arsenic turned to look curiously at the cheerful captain. “He tried to kill you?”


“Obviously he wasn’t successful.”


Arsenic nodded. Obviously. “My mother would say that shows a lack of follow-through.”


The captain grinned. “Your mother sounds logical.”


Miss Tunstell added, although not critically, “And a little bloodthirsty.”


It was a fair assessment. “You’ve no idea,” replied Arsenic, because it seemed they really didn’t.


The captain wrinkled her nose. “Old Cousin Roddy there is not so bad. He’s been reformed through excessive reading. Percy was in charge of extensive literary recuperation efforts.”


Arsenic smiled at Professor Tunstell, not quite sure what to make of this explanation, but knowing that books could be good medicine.


The man dipped his head and blushed.


The two ladies looked at him as if he’d done the most unusual thing ever.


Miss Tunstell’s voice was choked in horror or amusement. “Brother dear, are you well? We do currently have a doctor aboard.”


Professor Tunstell said, “Shove off, Tiddles,” and looked at Arsenic from under his lashes.


Arsenic tried smiling at him again. This only seemed to make matters worse. He got redder, stopped looking at her, and took great interest in the tabletop.


Lady Akeldama resumed the interview. Or, more precisely, concluded it. “Well, there is only one more thing to ask, Doctor.”


“Aye?” Arsenic held her breath.


“How do you feel about cats?”


“Oh! I love them.”


“You do, how much?” Miss Tunstell was suspicious.


“Weel, I have yours on my lap at the moment. He’s lovely.”


“What?” Professor Tunstell stood in shock.


Arsenic pushed her chair back slightly so they could see the handsome black-and-white tom curled happily on her.


“Oh good, Footnote.” The captain beamed. “There’s no greater mark of approval. Are we in agreement?”


“Yes,” said Miss Tunstell, promptly, “although there is remuneration to discuss. Leave that to me while you finish getting spiffed?”


“I’ll be fine, stop fussing. Sun hasn’t even set yet. Percy?”


“What?”


“Do you approve of Dr Ruthven for the position?”


Professor Tunstell went wide-eyed. “What position?”


“Of ship’s doctor. Do pay attention.”


“Oh yes, that. Certainly. She seems perfectly capable and overly qualified. That is to say, I can’t think of any reason why not… Not publish? It is, of course, unconscionable, but shouldn’t impact her surgical abilities, should it? Implies a certain lack of ego. Or lack of confidence in her abilities? I’m not sure… Not to publish…”


“I dinna need the world’s approval, I only need to heal it.”


Professor Tunstell gave her a sceptical look. “If you say so.”


There was yet another knock on the door.


Arsenic might have been annoyed by the constant interruptions, but really each one was more interesting than the last. She swivelled about in her chair eager for whatever happened next, but careful not to disturb the cat, Footnote. Such a charming name.


A tall woman of Eastern extraction stuck her head in. Perfect skeletal structure, clear complexion, glossy hair – healthy. A little too healthy? Supernatural, perhaps? Arsenic had always thought her mother stunning. Preshea Ruthven was all English rose and porcelain doll. But this lady was desert sands and ancient sculptures, expensive silks and spices. Preshea was power in the shadows, manipulation and subversion. This woman was sunlight and command – people once knelt at her feet, unashamed.


Actress, maybe? Famous dancer or singer?


“Tash.” Miss Tunstell’s voice was warm and buttery. “Darling, you’re awake.”


The woman’s liquid almond eyes swept over Arsenic, assessing, and then moved beyond her to the others. “Yes, little one, and we all know what that means?”


“Oh heavens, it’s after dark! We must prepare to depart at once! We have a wedding to attend!”


That explained everyone’s excessively elaborate attire.


Arsenic decided it was worth disturbing Footnote. She tipped the cat off her lap and stood. “Oh, I dinna mean to keep you. Who’s getting married?”


The captain was now standing. “Me, unfortunately.” Her lovely ivory gown revealed itself to be a wedding dress.
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Drama Dama Damp


These people are insane and I adore them.


Arsenic hurried to shut her medical kit. “Weel, I’ll make myself scarce then.” It hissed as it folded and spiralled down. “When will you be notifying us all about the position?”


Lady Akeldama was making her way around the table in a cautious lumbering manner. Arsenic’s physician’s eye was caught by her movements. Perhaps her roundness was not dietarily dictated. A bairn, then.


She waddled up to Arsenic. “Don’t be silly. It’s filled.”


“Oh aye?” Arsenic was crushed. Then why have I been sitting here all this time?


“By you, of course!” The captain grinned at her. “Floote approves, don’t you, Floote?”


Much to Arsenic’s shock, a ghost was floating next to her. He was a dour-looking gentleman in clothing from the 1840s. A ghost tethered to a dirigible, who’d have thought?


“Formerly Floote, this is our new doctor, Arsenic Ruthven. Will she do? Yours is the last vote of import.”


The ghost, who seemed a little worse for wear – Arsenic would guess he was edging into poltergeist stage – gave her a regal nod of approval.


Arsenic nodded back.


The captain twirled in a cautious circle. “Do I look like a proper bride, Floote?”


The ghost nodded again. His expression was amorphous but possibly near to sentiment.


He drifted down through the floor.


“Old family retainer,” explained the captain, “my grandfather’s valet and then my mother’s butler. He’s very wise, and possibly an evil mastermind, although he’d never admit to it, even after death.”


“How is he here?” Arsenic couldn’t help her curiosity, it was medical in origin.


“We have a preservation tank.”


Arsenic could feel her skin prickle. “You are equipped to transport supernatural creatures by air?”


“It’s only for Floote, although we have used… That’s a long story.”


Arsenic was disposed to be open to new ideas, even extraordinary ones involving the ghosts of butlers.


“Now, would you like to come along to my bally wedding or not?”


Arsenic was both touched and surprised. She gestured down at herself. “I’m na dressed for it.”


“My dear,” said Lady Akeldama with a grin, “at my wedding we are lucky if half the company stays dressed at all.”


Miss Tunstell added, by way of explanation, “Half the family is werewolves.”


Professor Tunstell snorted. “And the other half is vampires.” He gestured to his stunning cravat. “So the rest of us must be overdressed. I have to wear a top hat.”


Arsenic shuddered at the thought. Top hats were absurd affectations. She’d had to wear one back in her I’m na a woman, I’m a doctor phase of training. “Ridiculous things.”


The professor lost a little of his awkwardness at that. “Exactly! They wobble. Virgil has me in a stovepipe for this evening. A stovepipe!”


Arsenic gave him a sympathetic smile. He promptly became once more reticent. Perhaps he had taken against her, or was simply painfully shy. Pity, he was rather adorable.


Arsenic turned her attention back to the ladies, who were making their way into the hallway. The tall goddess awaited, wearing an elaborate silk robe over a long satin skirt. Her hair was down and she wore no hat and little jewellery. Arsenic didn’t feel so bad about her golfing outfit if that was allowed at the wedding.


“If you and Prim can come to favourable terms, you’re very welcome to stay aboard The Spotted Custard immediately, Dr Ruthven.”


I really have the position! I’m employed at last.


Arsenic wanted to hug her new captain. “Oh, thank you! I’m sure we can come to terms.” I’m na disposed to be picky.


Lady Akeldama smiled. “Good! Then Prim will show you to your quarters, get you settled and spruced up. Unless you don’t want to come along and see the pomp and circus? For which, of course, I wouldn’t blame you. I wouldn’t attend myself, except that’s rather the point.”


“Who are you marrying?”


“Oh, it’s only Quesnel.”


“Quesnel?” That name again.


“Yes. He’s chief engineer aboard ship, and rather a pip with devices and machines. Takes after his mother. Doesn’t look like her, though. He’s got this cute little button nose and blond hair and he’s charming and suave. He’s French, so of course he’s suave. Flirts like anything. I rather adore him, you see? Well, love him, really. And since there’s coal in the boiler, everyone is determined that we better had.”


Arsenic arched both brows. “Seems logical.”


“That’s what Quesnel said.”


“Are you na happy about it?”


“I think I will be, after the wedding. Right now it seems rather a fuss and bother.”


Arsenic nodded. She’d seen many a wedding over the years devolve into crisis. Her extended mess of sisters and cousins was a mixed bag. They tended towards the dramatic when gathered together for any length of time. There was a distinct possibility she’d escaped to Africa to get away from having to attend any more family weddings. Lady Akeldama’s, however, was someone else’s family. Much easier on the nerves.


“We’ll discuss your condition soon?”


“If we must. Everyone is insisting it might be complicated. It’s certainly awkward.” The captain patted her rounded belly, but her face showed no genuine annoyance. Then she turned away to yell, “Primrose!”


Arsenic suspected that she’d need to become accustomed to fast changes in topic and attention.


“Prim, do stop nuzzling. You’re being unduly romantic. There’s a wedding about to happen, romance has no place here! You must settle Dr Ruthven. Indenture isn’t necessary but I want a nice tidy contract. That way no one can poach her.”


Arsenic warmed to the captain further. She also tried not to stare at the way staid Miss Primrose Tunstell was wrapped in the arms of the silk-robed goddess who was licking her neck by way of greeting. Licking!


Miss Tunstell recollected the staid part of her personality and pulled away, although not far.


“Tash, stop. Later, darling. Now, Doctor, let me show you to the room we’ve set aside for your treatments. It’s directly across the hallway from a small bedroom, we thought that might work best. You could leave both doors open when necessary. If you have an overnight patient or whatnot. You can check them both over, and if you approve, we’ll discuss salary? Quickly as possible, please, the ceremony is supposed to start in an hour.”


Behind her, Arsenic heard the professor say, in an injured tone, “A stovepipe, Rue, must I?”


“Virgil knows best.” The captain was unmoved by his pleas.


“Virgil is a snob.”


“My vampire father extraordinaire will be there, you do realize?”


“Yes but…”


“And Lord Falmouth. You know how Biffy feels about hats.”


“Yes, but he doesn’t care about me. He only cares about—”


“And your mother’s drones, reporting back to her on every little detail.”


A long sigh. “Oh very well, if you really wish it.”


Arsenic turned in time to see him subtly assist the captain to walk down the hall. He might complain a treat, but he clearly had a good heart.


“Do I need a hat?” fretted Arsenic.


Miss Tunstell smiled at her. “Oh, that’s easily sorted, I’ve plenty to spare. Have you met my Tash? Tasherit Sekhmet, this is our new doctor, Arsenic Ruthven. We’re rather excited about her. She’s splendid.”


The stunning goddess said, without really taking her eyes off Miss Tunstell, “Splendid. Arsenic, is it? After the toxic chemical?”


“Sekhmet, is it? After the angry goddess?” Arsenic replied pertly. Not wanting to explain her mother’s questionable sense of humour in naming all four of her daughters after deadly poisons.


Liquid brown eyes glanced at Arsenic and the regal head tilted.


“Tash is our resident werelioness, so you won’t be treating her much,” explained Miss Tunstell as if a female werecat were an ordinary run-of-the-mill kind of thing.


“Your what?”


But the werelioness was focused on Miss Tunstell again. “Why aren’t you wearing that dress I love with the lovely ball fringe all over?”


“Because you always bat at it.”


Arsenic decided to hope that everything would become clear once she learned more about her new position. She was determined to like it aboard The Spotted Custard. It was an awfully confusing place thus far. But, if nothing else, it looked to be an amusing situation.
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Percy abhorred parties. He detested balls and shunned gatherings. He hated card games and gambling dens. He avoided everything from intimate dinner conclaves to sporting events. Anything, in fact, where one was forced into regrettably uncomfortable clothing, assembling in numbers greater than six, and making a show of being entertained by other people.


But Percy reserved his true and utter ire, his loathing above all other loathings, for weddings.


Quite apart from everything else, they were the one social event for which a gentleman couldn’t readily form an excuse. Add that to the fact that weddings inevitably included flocks of young ladies driven to twitterpations, with marriage on the brain, and Percy within their grasp – pure torture.


It wasn’t the young ladies’ fault per se. Percy found the society of most people tedious. The exchange of meaningless pleasantries required by polite society was an insult to his intellect. If he had to discuss the weather one more time he might… well, there was no knowing what he might do. No doubt he would find out at this event, because weddings brought out the worst in everyone.


The only upside of a wedding was that during the first part one wasn’t required to do anything but sit in an uncomfortable pew.


It occurred to Percy, while he shifted about to keep the blood flowing to his nether regions, that he was profoundly relieved his sister had a preference for her own sex. He’d have to thank her later. It meant that the chances of Percy ever having to actively participate in one of these blasted things was slim.


Percy brought along a book about jellyfish migratory patterns, which was quite fascinating. He spent the entire ceremony reading that. He wasn’t a fool, though. He’d selected it in part because the outside was red and gilt, making it look biblical. The sacred jellyfish pilgrimage. He amused himself imagining the presiding bishop, a well-bearded elderly gentleman with unfortunate ears, wearing a mantle of jellyfish.


No doubt it was a perfectly nice ceremony. Percy chose not to notice.


As they left the church, Percy with Primrose on one arm and Tasherit on the other (for the sake of appearances), he realized his sister was crying.


“What’s wrong, Tiddles? Surely it wasn’t all that awful.”


“It was beautiful.”


“Uh?” He looked hopefully at Tash for support, but even she seemed slightly overcome. Most un-catlike of her.


Prim dabbed her eyes with an embroidered handkerchief. “It went so smoothly. And everyone is here. Well, not Rue’s blood parents or our mother but that’s probably for the best. Although I’m certain Rue misses her paw most awfully. Lord Akeldama did a glorious job of escorting her, don’t you feel? He looked so proud and beautiful. That outfit. Extraordinary. Like a great sparkling aspic jelly.” Apparently, Lord Akeldama’s apparel was sufficient to start the waterworks again.


Percy looked around, bewildered. He caught sight of their too-lovely new doctor, who seemed mostly amused at being thrust unexpectedly upon a wedding. This was good. She’d need to be relaxed about getting thrust into things, if she were to survive The Spotted Custard. Then he realized he was staring at her – again! – which was vexing and, evidently, a new failing of his. He looked quickly back at his leaky sister.


“Lord and Lady Maccon aren’t here? I hadn’t noticed.”


“You hadn’t noticed? You hadn’t noticed that the bride’s parents were in absentia? Oh Percy, for goodness’ sake. It’s not as if Lord Maccon could be mistaken for Lord Akeldama, and you know they would have both led her down the aisle if he were present. And it’s not as if you can overlook Rue’s mother, either, if she’s in a room. I mean Aunt Alexia isn’t exactly quiet. Of course they aren’t here! Rodrigo is here. Aunt Alexia wouldn’t even be able to be in the same city as him, remember? I think that’s the general breadth of preternatural effect, the weather being clear and all. We’re lucky, it being springtime.”


Marvellous, thought Percy, we’re on to the weather already.


“We’re off to see them next,” Prim continued in a tone suggesting Percy ought already to know this.


Percy considered. Did I know? Sometimes people made plans around him while he was thinking about more important things. Like whether time travelled in waves, lines, or cycles, or if it was a particulate gas, like aether. Hummm …


“Percy? Percy!”


“What? Oh yes, where are we going next?”


“Casually floating to Egypt.” That was Tasherit’s amused addendum.


Percy glared at her. “I missed the part where Rue’s parents weren’t invited. That isn’t odd? In a wedding? No parent?”


Prim clasped her free hand to her chest and glared at him. But at least she’d stopped crying. They’d joined the bride’s side and were waiting to throw flowers (or shoes, or small bits of bacon, or something equally ridiculous) at the wedded couple. Peculiar custom.


Percy made it a point never to throw anything.


He looked around, avoiding Prim’s exasperated frown, and nodded at Madame Lefoux and Miss Imogene, who stood on the groom’s side. Miss Imogene was beaming and even Madame Lefoux was showing dimples. They clearly approved the match. Percy wondered if he could bend Madame Lefoux’s ear about Floote’s tank at some point. His calculations suggested a few modifications might be in order. He didn’t want to discuss this with Quesnel, because, well… Quesnel was irksome.


Prim kept talking, unfortunately. “Not invited! Of course they’re invited! But you know Rue’s father can’t leave Egypt anymore.”


“He can’t?” Percy had lost the conversational thread.


“Oh my goodness, Percival Ormond Tunstell! Must you be so tiresome? Remember the whole trip where we floated them to Egypt and how we had to keep Lord Maccon in the tank because he was going mad?”


Percy nodded. “Oh yes, that’s right. I see, well, good thing they didn’t attend the ceremony, isn’t it? Why didn’t you say so at the start? Wouldn’t do to have an insane werewolf at a wedding.”


Prim emitted an exasperated wheezing noise.


“What was that, young Percy?” A warm voice spoke behind them.


The Alpha of the local werewolf pack and his Beta had joined their party.


Primrose turned to the two gentlemen in evident relief. “Oh, Lord Falmouth, what a pleasure. Do save me from my brother? He’s so impossible. And Professor Lyall, what a delight to find you back in London at long last. Are you enjoying the move to Blackheath?”


Lord Falmouth, otherwise known as Biffy, gave Prim a small polite smile. “We are indeed. It suits the pack well. Thank you for asking. A very pleasant evening to you too, my dear, and you, Percy. And Lady Tasherit! I’d no idea you’d be staying with the Custard. Surely all that floating about can’t be good for the supernatural constitution?”


“I manage.” Tasherit looked as smug as only a feline could when confronted with a lycanthrope. Werecats are superior to werewolves in this matter. She didn’t say it, but even Percy, who wasn’t a perceptive person, heard her unspoken words. Fortunately, she wasn’t looking to tease the wolves too much, as she quickly added, “The little one here gave me good reason to stay.”


“Did she indeed?” Biffy’s eyes ran approvingly over the two ladies. “Excellent. Lovely hat, by the way, Miss Primrose.”


Prim clutched at Percy’s arm and let out a small sigh. As if the Alpha’s hat accolades meant something profound. Well, Percy supposed that Lord Falmouth was a noted authority on all things hat. He also possessed a great deal of social standing as London’s first Alpha dandy. It was nice to know his sister had the wolves on her side, if the vampires decided to object to Prim’s choices in hats, or romantic partners, for that matter.


Primrose hadn’t yet told their mother about Tasherit.


Percy hoped his mother wouldn’t ruin everything. He liked Tasherit and he liked Prim with Tasherit. It was nonsense for anyone to feel otherwise. Although, to be fair, their mother was entirely composed of nonsense.


He looked back at Miss Imogene and Madame Lefoux. They’d been together for ages. So it was clearly possible for two ladies to give a good showing.


The conversation had gone on, as usual, without Percy. This is what comes of weddings, he thought glumly. I fritter away my considerable intellect thinking about relationships, and emotions, and my mother.


A lull and Percy could ask something that actually interested him. “How’s the research trundling along these days, Professor Lyall?”


That permitted Percy and the pack Beta a modest scientific discourse, while everyone poured out of the church and assembled to either side of the doorway.


Biffy was soon flanked by members of his pack, most of whom Percy ought to know well enough to name, but didn’t. The only one he did know, the odious Gamma, Major Channing, was not in attendance. Biffy explained that Channing had something to do for the Bureau of Unnatural Registry in Hyde Park.


“Not good at weddings, anyway, our Channing,” explained Professor Lyall.


Percy wondered if he himself might utilize a similar excuse going forward?


Finally Rue and Quesnel, arm in arm and safely wed, walked out. Well, waddled in Rue’s case.


The assembled decklings, sooties, and other scamps from The Spotted Custard let go their dirigible candle lanterns, which floated up into the night. They also set forth a cacophony of hoots and whistles. Everyone else threw flowers, mostly snowdrops, and not bacon. Percy was slightly disappointed.


“Oh, it’s as pretty as I planned.” His sister pressed her free hand to her mouth in an excess of delight.


“You did good, little one.” Tasherit’s voice had that tone it only got around Prim. Warm enough to make Percy uncomfortable.


Biffy said, “You organized the wedding, Miss Primrose?”


“Of course she did.” Percy was moved to defence by the wonder in the werewolf’s tone. “Primrose organizes everything.” Only he was allowed to criticize his sister.


“That was approval, young man, not censure.” Biffy was not at all riled. He was remarkably calm, for a werewolf Alpha. Not at all like Rue’s father, who was, in Percy’s opinion, a temperamental grouch.


Rue and Quesnel did look remarkably happy and pleased with life (even Percy had to grudgingly admit that). Following them came Lord Akeldama and a small bevy of drones. Last out of the church were Rodrigo and Anitra, who’d stood up with the couple.


They’d discussed it being Primrose and Percy in the positions of honour. But Prim wanted to be in the crowd making certain everything went smoothly. Percy flat-out refused. In the end, Rue had been persuaded by the irony of it all, having the cousin who had tried to kill her stand as witness. It held a certain paradox that appealed to her sense of humour. Not to mention that Anitra, wearing her best Drifter robes, all gold fringed and foreign, was a jab in the eye of every British snob there.


For as long as he’d known her (and that was his entire life), Rue hated to do anything the normal way, so Percy was not surprised that she took her vows with an Italian preternatural best man and an aravani matron of honour – damn the consequences.


Dr Ruthven was standing with the decklings. Spoo was bending her ear. Virgil was nearby, sporting an impossibly tall top hat. Percy was glad she’d company but also envious of the two young persons. She was clearly delighted by their antics, clapping as the lantern dirigibles floated up.


Professor Lyall was suddenly next to him. At some point Prim had dropped Percy’s arm and taken Biffy’s instead.


“The Italian who stood up with Quesnel, he looks familiar. Like someone I knew long ago.”


Percy tilted his head. “Rodrigo Tarabotti. Rue’s cousin.”


Professor Lyall started. “Preternatural?”


“Of course. Otherwise Lady Maccon, at least, would be in attendance.”


“I didn’t know.” Professor Lyall was usually so inscrutable. Yet his eyes were suddenly swimming with emotion. Sad? Happy? Bewildered? Lost?


Percy wished he were better at reading people, but he was only good at reading books so he said nothing. This was beyond him.


Professor Lyall recovered. “Floote, I suppose?”


Percy cocked his head. “He kept an eye on him, if that’s what you’re asking.”


“And you lot found him again?”


“Not really. He found us. Tried to kill Rue, got Quesnel instead.”


“What?”


“As you can see, it all worked out, in the end. Quesnel survived and we adopted Rodrigo. His character required reforming. I applied Greek philosophy and then a strong dose of Higher Common Sense.”


“Oh?”


Percy was quite proud of this achievement. “Rodrigo’s not bad, simply soulless. We deduced that a book group might give him a strong ethical foundation. Then he fell in love, so it all worked out.”


“In love?”


“With Anitra. The Drifter woman, next to him. They married at the New Year. Much nicer wedding. None of this fuss and bother.”


Professor Lyall looked strangely pleased. “Yes, that would work. Love usually does, you know? With preternaturals.”


Percy didn’t know, but he’d a working theory and was glad to have it corroborated by an outside source. He’d hate to have Rodrigo go rotten again and have to come up with an entire new course of study. Giving a man a surrogate soul was challenging work. He was pleased to find the solution was to give the man a heart. And even more pleased that it had been Anitra to do so. Percy liked Anitra. She was quiet and kind and never disturbed him in his library.


“Will you introduce me to him, Professor Tunstell?” asked Professor Lyall softly.


“Now?”


“Later. At the reception.”


“I’d be delighted.” An odd request that a werewolf would want to meet a curse breaker. Especially one such as Rodrigo Tarabotti. The Italian had, after all, spent most of his life hunting and killing werewolves.


“And perhaps I might visit The Spotted Custard one night before you leave? I should like to speak with Formerly Floote.”


Percy shrugged. “I’m not the ship’s secretary of supernatural encounters.” The Beta looked taken aback, so Percy hurried on. “You’re welcome to try. He can be eccentric, like most ghosts.”


“He’s still cohesive?”


“Mostly. The Lefoux tank is a work of genius.”


“Yes. She’s brilliant.”


“I think this one is mostly Quesnel’s doing.” Percy didn’t like to give such credit to the man, but he strove for truth in all things, and Quesnel was a shipmate.


“He’s also brilliant. A good match for our little Rue.”


“You think?”


“You don’t?”


“Mr Lefoux and I are not always of the same mind in matters of publication accreditation.”


“A serious business.”


“Very. But he seems to please Rue. Not that she isn’t easily pleased.” That might not be a nice thing to say at their wedding, so Percy pressed on. “And he is disposed to find her adorable and diverting rather than ridiculous, which is key to cohabitation, I suspect.”


“Do you indeed, young Percy?” Professor Lyall looked like he might be secretly laughing at him.


Percy gave him a hard stare. “I beg you to remember who my mother is.”


Professor Lyall sobered instantly. “Of course. You would know ridiculous, wouldn’t you?”


Percy drew himself up. “No one is better equipped to judge tolerance for silliness than I.” He nodded towards his sister as well. Who certainly wasn’t as bad as their mother, but could be quite frivolous when the occasion demanded. Her dress for this evening’s festivities was so replete with furbelows and frills she practically fluttered about the churchyard. Percy thought Dr Ruthven’s golf outfit far more practical and flattering.


I must stop thinking about that female. It wasn’t like him to notice strange women’s sportswear.


He sighed at himself.


Professor Lyall was circumspect in the face of human weakness and allowed the subject to drop.
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Arsenic was in awe, the wedding was massive. Hundreds of people were in attendance, yet Miss Tunstell had them herded from one location to the next with the speed and efficiency of the best brigadier – although a very ruffled version thereof.


Arsenic stuck with Spoo and the other decklings, for they had only minor responsibilities and were disposed to enjoy themselves in a less formal manner. Spoo explained that since the party numbered so many of the supernatural set, the celebration was to be held in Vauxhall Bob.


“Some of Kingair came all the way from Scotland, not to mention the London Pack. Woolsey Hive sent delegates and so did Baroness Tunstell. That means two different werewolf packs, and two different vampire hives. Add in Lord Akeldama, who’s a rove. Things could get royally wigged.” Spoo looked pleased at the prospect.


Arsenic was intrigued by the predatory currents. She was also relieved she’d brought along her medical kit.


Based on the hanging gardens of Babylon – or what historians thought those gardens might look like – Vauxhall Bob showcased meticulous mathematical topiary and fine symmetrical sculptures, combined with automated oscillating waterfalls and fountains. It featured exotic botanicals collected from all over the Empire harmoniously balanced against traditional herbaceous borders – ferns and palm trees in equal measure.


A marvel of modern engineering, Vauxhall Bob was also mobile (unlike its grounded compatriot, Vauxhall Gardens, which everyone thought of as terribly old-fashioned). It could crank upwards to become several stories high, providing privacy for special events, like weddings. Once deployed, steam and clockwork kept different sections rotating slowly while others raised and lowered, puffing quietly and emitting white steam out the base, which gave it the appearance of resting upon a cloud. Bob also boasted unique hydro-brolly action, should the weather attempt one of those spontaneous showers so typical of early spring in London.


It was, in the end, a work of art that could be appreciated from within or without. A visual testament to technological dominance.


Arsenic herself had never attended anything so grand as to be inside Bob. Those who walked arrived first, because that was the state of London traffic during the start of the season. The garden was lowered and waiting for them.


Spoo introduced Arsenic to The Spotted Custard’s deckhands, Bork and Willard, who were also in charge of security for the evening.


“Until Tasherit gets here, of course.”


“And how does she fit with the crew?”


“Our werelioness,” said Spoo proudly. “She’s very fierce. She’s basically first mate. Lady Captain has her in charge of military matters.”


“The Spotted Custard isna a pleasure floater? Why military matters?” Arsenic had hoped to leave the army behind.


“Well, theoretically we’re all play and no teeth. But we tend to get into messes.” Spoo grinned. “That’s why they decided to hire a doctor.”


“Wouldna be cheaper to avoid the messes in the first place?”


“You’d think.”


“What sort of messes?”


“Oh, you know, all sorts.”


Elusive child. Arsenic decided not to push, she was in it now and would likely find out soon enough.


Virgil, who’d been silently trudging behind them, muttered something about messes being hell on wardrobes and wouldn’t it be nice if they just went and visited a place for a change and didn’t try to fix anything? Spoo ignored him. Arsenic gave him a sympathetic glance.


The rest of the guests slowly trickled in. Arsenic kept feeling she ought to know who was who, because no doubt most of them were supernaturally or politically significant.


Had she not recently returned from abroad. Had she cared about London society. Had she paid better attention to her mother’s lessons.


Well, she hadn’t.


So Arsenic stuck close to Spoo, who did her best to explain but really didn’t give a toss for the mucky-mucks. Spoo ended up playing cards with Virgil, the decklings, and several sooties. Arsenic blethered on with the sooties for a bit about the dangers of boiler work. Everyone from Arsenic’s new ship seemed perfectly civil.


The only one she hadn’t any luck getting to know was an aggressive ginger female with a fierce expression. She was scrappy and grumpy and Spoo declined to introduce them on the following grounds …


“You know what a wood louse is, Doctor?”


“Aye, I do.”


“The prof would come over all sniffy.” Spoo nodded at Professor Tunstell, who was attempting to assist an elderly matron to climb up onto Bob, without anyone noticing he was being nice. “He’d say a wood louse is an intransigent terrestrial isopod crustacean inclined to consume deceased flora.”


Arsenic didn’t really know Professor Tunstell that well and yet, “That seems exactly like something he’d say.”


“Well, it’s also an accurate description of The Spotted Custard’s sainted head greaser, Miss Aggie Phinkerlington. Only imagine the deceased flora is basically all human joy.”


“Really?”


“Oh yes. She’s upset with me and Lady Captain, most of the time.”


“Why?”


“Presumably because we continue to exist and she’d prefer we didn’t.”


Arsenic gave the greaser an assessing look. “She looks like she has indigestion.” Arsenic wondered if the woman’s mean spirit was the result of severe dyspepsia. Perhaps there was a medicinal solution to her ill-temper?


“That’s the human joy she keeps swallowing. Disagrees with her.”


“She dinna sound like a verra pleasant person.”


Spoo’s small face was morose. “Unfortunately, she’s a dear friend of our Mr Quesnel, and he’s aces. Even if he’s got no taste. She’s also awful good at being head greaser.”


Arsenic nodded. “So we keep her but try to avoid her?”


“Exactly.”


“Will do.” Really, Spoo was a fount of useful information.


The decklings resumed their game. Arsenic decided it was a little odd to be the only adult palling about with the shipboard youngsters, so took herself off to find Miss Tunstell and ask if she required help with anything. On the way she noticed the hanging lanterns all about were shaped like cheerful ladybugs.


Miss Tunstell had everything under control. The spread of food was impressive and the flow of drink excessive. A brass band tooted enthusiastically on a special rotating platform. The newly wed Mr and Mrs Lefoux danced sedately below in a specially designed grotto, along with the more civilized attendees.


Miss Tunstell looked hopefully at Arsenic. “Are you enjoying yourself, Dr Ruthven?”


“Very much so, such a varied guest list.”


“It’s a bit of a crush, but between them, Rue and Quesnel know half of London.”


“So it would appear.”


Miss Tunstell frowned in sudden concern. “Rue is good for dancing? It’s not overly energetic?”


“How far along is she?”


“Perhaps six months?”


Arsenic smiled at the fretting of a dear friend. “She’ll be fine. A little light exercise is beneficial at this stage. Ensure she drinks water and sits occasionally or her feet may swell.”


“Oh, I’m so chuffed you’re coming aboard, Doctor.”


“Was that one of the reasons?”


“It’s one of my reasons. Rue’s a bit wild. Hopefully she’ll listen to you. We aren’t sure, you see, what the baby will be.”


“You mean boy or girl? There’s no way to know.”


“No. I mean preternatural, metanatural, or simply natural.”


Arsenic started. “Oh.” What’s a metanatural? “I see I have some research to do on the state of our captain, before I come aboard.”


Miss Tunstell looked approving. “Ask Percy. That is, Professor Tunstell. He keeps all the latest papers, even though abnormal biology isn’t his particular sphere of interest.”


Arsenic nodded. “Most births, in my experience, are similar, regardless of the end result.” In the army she’d assisted with delivery for camp followers, hunting hounds, and even a horse. She wasn’t perturbed.


Miss Tunstell’s eye was caught by two newcomers – a matronly older woman in a feathered hat and a slightly less matronly, slightly less older woman in slightly fewer feathers who could only be her daughter.


“Oh lord,” said Miss Tunstell, “what are they doing here?”


“Not invited?”


“Well, yes, of course they were invited. Only I never expected them to actually show up. And so late as to have missed the receiving line. What can they be thinking? That’s Rue’s maternal grandmother, Mrs Loontwill. She’s awful. And that’s Rue’s aunt, Evylin something-or-other. She’s less awful.”


So far as Arsenic could tell, the two ladies seemed to represent London’s bog standard lesser-aristocratic snob, displaying no greater assumed superiority or bad taste than anyone else of the breed.


Then Mrs Loontwill opened her mouth, speaking loudly to her daughter. “I see my granddaughter will let anyone attend her wedding, even the rabble and the poor.” Mrs Loontwill was glaring at Spoo and her fellows, who let out a roar of amusement at something someone said. Cards were being tossed at the offender’s head in appreciation. They looked happy.


Arsenic frowned.


Miss Tunstell’s hand was to her mouth in distress.


“Mother,” said Evylin, “she is Alexia’s daughter, what did you expect? Quality?”


“Of course. You’re right, dear, but Lord Akeldama is purported to have taste. This, well, this is beneath contempt!” Mrs Loontwill sneered at Vauxhall Bob and its occupants, as if they were something the fishmonger tossed.


Certainly there was a wide spectrum present, from sooties to scientists, aristocrats to actors, vampires to werewolves. The clothing ranged too, from high fashion to kilts to turbans. It was eclectic, but Arsenic couldn’t see anything worth sneering at.


“Perhaps it is a fancy-dress wedding?” Mrs Loontwill contemptuously regarded Tasherit’s silk robes and Anitra’s embroidered scarves as the two women helped stabilize the wedding cake against the garden’s movements.


“Oh no, what’s Aggie doing?” Miss Tunstell panicked and moved as close as she dared to the newcomers. Arsenic followed.


The surly head greaser took up position, barring Mrs Loontwill and daughter from further entering the garden. Her arms were crossed.


“This can’t be good,” Miss Tunstell whispered, clutching Arsenic’s arm for support.


Aggie leaned into Mrs Loontwill’s bonnet-sphere and began hissing at her in low angry tones.


“Oh no.” Miss Tunstell dropped Arsenic’s arm and began wringing her hands. “Oh! Oh no no no. Aggie, please don’t push the bride’s grandmo… And there she goes!”


The head greaser shoved Mrs Loontwill hard in the shoulder, which caused the older woman to stumble backwards, and fall into a nearby fountain with a tremendous splash.
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Aggie Phinkerlington stormed away and Miss Tunstell rushed to the fallen matriarch. Arsenic followed, clutching her medical kit. The fall looked to be more embarrassing than injurious, but one never could tell.


“Oh, Mrs Loontwill, I do apologize. I’ve no idea what came over our head greaser!” Miss Tunstell fluttered in horror.


“Are you injured, madam? I’m a doctor.” Arsenic bent to perform a cursory examination while the Loontwill in question wallowed and sputtered.


“Doctor? You’re female. You can’t possibly be a doctor. Get off me, chit.”
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