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“I’ll help” is the truest “I love you” in the world.

Mel


Preface


Welcome back to the Ternion Universe. Noble’s Luck is set in the same world as my Twisted Luck series, but instead of modern day this starts in Victorian England and magic has already started to change history.

This is set as an alternate history, so Prince Albert did not die, he emerged. Disraeli stayed in office longer. Victoria never sank into her reclusive era. I tried to make it real and accurate, but magic changes things. As this was set wholly in Britain, I did my best to do all the spellings in British English, so expect the occasional unexpected u or c where you want an s.

I hope you love the story of the Luck siblings. To stay up to date with what is coming next, special offers, signed copies, and where you can find the author (me!) in person, please sign up for my newsletter. Click here <-!

Otherwise, enjoy the world I created and find me on social media to learn more.

Mel
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Saturday, April 22nd, 1865

London stank of poverty, sorrow, and greed. I just didn't know which of those were going to infect me. After a decade in India, everything about London seemed wrong. The smells, the food, the people, the weather, the buildings. I was seriously considering returning to serve as a guard for the embassies still there. Anything to get out of here. The knock on the door pulled me out of my funk. Who would be knocking? I'd paid up until the end of next week and there wasn't any reason to have someone at my door. Regardless, I rose and opened it. My small rented room held a bed, a chair, a dresser, and a wash basin, and not much more. But until I could find work, it was the best I was going to get.

The owner of the place, one Trent Dorsey, stood there. "Dere's a nob he for ya. He's awaiting in the front room. Don't want no trouble, ya got it?" He pointed a finger at me, shaking it. It took effort not to sneer. This little man didn't intimidate me at all, but I wouldn't risk my room.

"I got it." I followed him down the stairs, wondering who it could be. There were a few pals from Charterhouse that I was still friends with, but I didn't think I'd told any of them where I'd moved to, much less that I'd returned to England. I'd spent the last decade in the East India Army. Already I was missing the men I'd spent so much time with. Even the officers. Maybe that was who was at my door? Captain Springfield had promised to send me an invitation to apply for a staff position at one of the clubs. After the army, serving as staff seemed like an agreeable change. At least no one would be shooting at me. But I knew the East India Army was in its last days as the Crown had taken most of its assets. It had been a good time to get out, while they would still pay for my way home.

There was a posh gentleman in the front room. If it was an officer, it wasn't one I'd known. Erring on the side of caution, I came to attention. "Silas Emmason, sir. You wanted to see me?"

He had a top hat in his hands and looked at me. He was shorter than me, and at least twenty years my senior. There was coldness in his eyes and the set of his mouth I recognized from dealing with officers who were all too willing to spend the lives of their men as if they were dolls, easily discarded. It made me wary.

In the military, I'd learned to size people up quickly, match my mannerisms to theirs, and fight as if my life depended on it. Which it often did. I'd been involved in the Indian Mutiny, and to this day I wished I'd fought on the other side. The Indian people had been more honourable than most of the Brits, and the sepoys were among the finest men I'd ever known. I'd almost stayed there, but I wanted to come home. Now I couldn't remember why I wanted that. Who did I have here? Friends I rarely spoke to?

"Well, I guess the army made something of you. You have the colouring of your mother." It was an idle statement, but it slashed into me with unexpected pain.

I had no idea who this man was, but him knowing my mother just increased my wariness. "Thank you? I'm afraid Mom, Emma, died when I was seventeen, sir."

Something flickered in his eyes. "Yes, I found that out, after you had left for India. I was unable to keep tabs on her. But she was taken care of? I mean, you had money?" He almost sounded like he was looking for reassurance about what my life had been like. This only provided more confusion. "Did she tell you about me?"

At this point I had no idea what was going on, but I let myself slack a bit from being at attention and examined him a bit more. Definitely nobility, but not a duke. Why would my mother have known anyone in the peerage?

"I do not believe so, sir. As I am unaware of who you are," I stated carefully, watching him. Hitting a lord would get me executed, so a quick escape was the best option. Answering questions about our living situation was not on the agenda for the moment.

"Ah. Interesting. I was sure she would have told you. After all, my father paid for your room and board at Charterhouse, as well as sent a monthly allowance to her. Not as much as I would have preferred, though. I am Earl Jontan Luck. Your father." He said it with an odd sneer, as if I should want better than him as a father.

The world froze and a bunch of puzzle pieces I had been unaware of snapped into place. That Mom had kept a roof over our heads, though her job as a seamstress assistant could not have paid that well. My benefits at Charterhouse; I had my own room, food that was more than slop, and an allowance for clothes. My mother had waved it away, saying it was a modest inheritance and the best use for it was to give me a future.

"I see," I said slowly as I tried to put the pieces in place. My mother had been pretty. Rich brown hair, full of laughter and curves, with eyes that were the colour of chestnuts. Many men had tried to get with her, but at least while I had lived at home I had never seen her with anyone. I collected her possessions after she died, and even those had told me nothing about this man. Which meant he did not need to lie to me. Use me, yes, but lie? Why bother? "I am honoured to meet you," I managed, unsure of what else to say.

"Turn," he ordered.

With gritted teeth, I did. And here I'd thought I was done with this bullshit when I'd left the army. Silly me.

"You turned into a fine young man. The odds are you understand what it takes to succeed in this world. You weren't an officer, but that was expected. If I had found you before you left, I would have bought a commission for you, but it was better for you to test your own mettle. Either way, you'll do better than my others."

I had turned back around watching him, and I knew he wasn't here due to loving me or my mother. I wasn't sure men like him could love.

"Do, sir?" Every alarm I had in my body was going off, and I suspected there would be little good about this, but I could not really afford to throw away whatever he might have in mind.

"Yes. Here is my address. Be there Monday morning by nine-thirty sharp. There is much to discuss." He handed me a card, and I took it. The address was written in a neat but feminine hand, which threw me.

"I will see you then," he ordered as he turned to head out.

My mouth remained shut until he left. Standing in the parlour, I turned the card over and over trying to figure out what the plan was.

"Is the nob gone?" Dorsey asked from behind me.

Turning, I glanced at him. "Yes. I doubt he'll be back."

"You don't have no trouble at your heels, do ya?"

A queer smile quirked my mouth. "No, just my mother's past."

"Ah, bastard ye are?" The man relaxed as he said that, and while I bristled, he was accurate. It was just now I knew whose bastard. I also needed to find out more about the man who was my father.

"Apparently," I said. What more was there to say?

"Well's betters than being a bastard of a milkman I guess. Here's ye mail. Came this morning." He thrust a letter at me, and I took another deep breath. One of the many things the army taught me was to keep my temper in almost all circumstances. That did not mean people were not highly annoying most of the time.

"Thank you," I said as I took it and headed back to my room. Sitting in the chair, I read it. The letter was from Captain Springfield. It was a letter of introduction and recommendation for a position at the East India Club. A prestigious club that catered to mostly former military or East India officers. The wages were excellent for a former military man. The offer was open for the next month, and he said he hoped to see me there.

This I carefully tucked away as I considered the sudden changes I was facing. For all I knew, the earl wanted to use me as a bully boy, and I had little taste for that. Instead, I needed to find out as much about the man as I could. With that intent in mind, I put on a jacket and headed out to a local pub that was frequented by former noncoms like me, and they would have an ear to what was going on as many of them were servants in some of the greater houses or clubs. Going into anything without as much information as possible was annoying at best and dangerous at worst.

I tried very hard to make sure I was prepared for anything.
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Monday, April 24th

Monday morning I was at the front steps at nine twenty-five. From the look the footman gave me as he opened the door, it was obvious he felt I should have used the servant's entrance. That was not happening.

"Silas Emmason here, per Earl Luck's request." My voice was firm, the same way I'd have spoken to the men under my command; I'd left the East India Army as a serjeant in the artillery. I'd spent a lot of time with the natives, and my Hindi and Bengali were passable, while I could order drink and food in Urdu and Punjabi. I still felt the sepoys and their families were better than most Brits. They, at least, were less snooty. As I stood here on the stoop of my father's home, I was having a hard time remembering why I had wanted to come back here.

"One minute." The door shut in my face. I remained there at parade rest, knowing this too was a test. But was it a test I wanted to pass?

The butler returned and with a slightly less condescending look, he stepped back to let me enter. "The earl awaits you in his study." He pointed toward a door that was slightly ajar.

"Thank you," I said. It was always smart to be polite. Servants knew everything, and usually the nobs and officers forget that to their peril most of the time. With an internal sigh, I headed into the office, feeling like I was being called to task by an officer I despised.

The study was dark with only two wall lamps for light. The earl sat at his desk, watching me as I walked in. I stood in front of his desk, the at attention stance was automatic. "Here as you requested, my lord."

He scanned over me, then nodded. "You'll do. Sit," he ordered, pointing at the chair closest to the door. There were three chairs there, one looking like someone pulled it from the dining room. The other two were armchairs that matched the dark room. I sat and looked at him, waiting.

"What do you want to do with your life, boy? You've spent a year lounging in India. Are you ready to work?" he barked at me.

Only the decade of military service prevented me from reacting to the word 'boy'. When you had killed as many people as I had, boy was not the correct term. My gaze sharpened, and I realized he had no idea what I had done in the military. It altered my expectations a bit, and I relaxed. "Get a decent job, build a life," I said calmly. So far, I had no idea what I wanted. But a job was mandatory. My savings from the army would only last so long.

"What about being earl?"

I blinked. "Never occurred to me, sir." Why in the jungles depths would I have ever considered being an earl? Up until two days ago, I'd assumed my mother had been taken advantage of. What in the world is going on?

"Think about it. My son seems determined to waste his life and isn't bothering to pay attention to the estates. A man like you would be good at working with the peasants and making sure you collect the rent correctly." The way he dismissed his son rankled, but then I didn't know the man. Though the peerage would never accept a man like me. Ever.

"I see." I didn't see. What game was he playing?

"You'll see. I need a man to run my estates and my son is not that man," he said, glancing at the door, then back at his desk, moving his mouth like he'd eaten something sour.

His voice told me what he thought of his son, which made no sense. A bastard might be accepted if there were no children at all, but even then a cousin that was legitimate would be preferable.

"Oh?"

"You would be better at the job than him. Though maybe with some competition my son might grow a spine." The door cracked opened. "And here they are."

The girl, my sister I guessed, came in first, jerking to a halt when she saw me. There was something about the look on her face when she glanced back at her father that put a wiggle of unease in my mind. She wasn't pretty, but there was something about her that was more than her looks. Her brother—my brother—was pale and a bit dishevelled, but with fast, curious eyes.

"If you two are done acting like street urchins seeing a bath for the first time, come and sit down." The words were laden with a tone I didn't understand. I glanced at the earl and just saw vague contempt and annoyance. I'd seen officers like him, and I was glad they rarely survived.

They both sat down, the young woman fidgeting and then obviously stilling her motions. I watched everything, trying to figure out the dynamics. Understanding how people interacted was what kept me alive through my time in India. It would serve me now just as well.

"As you two have managed to appear in my presence, though not at all in the manner you should, I have information to impart to you. I am ashamed that I have the equivalent of a lay about as a son and a daughter that still is unable to find an appropriate marriage. As such, I have taken matters into my own hands. I have arranged a marriage for you, Emmeline. You will marry Count Reginald Smythe. There is a ball this Sunday, where you will become acquainted with him. He wants to assess you prior to any finalization of the wedding. But I expect there to be no issues. He has offered to waive any dowry if you suit him, so I expect you to find him most agreeable. And if you refuse him, you will be sent to the country under the supervision of Cousin Arnold and his wife Elizabeth. There, you will help to take care of their children."

Only the fact that he was glaring at his other children let me get my reaction under control by the time he glanced at me. And it was a glance to check my reactions. At that moment, I realized he cared little about them, and by extension me. So all of this was a show. But to what end? And from his daughter's reaction, the wedding was a threat, not a reward. Or else putting her into servitude? Why would anyone do that to their child? Then there was me. There was no reason he had ever needed to make his existence known to me. So why?

I received that answer all too soon.

"Duncan, I tire of your foolish tinkering. I have doubts about your ability to take my place when I am gone, and I refuse to allow this title to go to waste. The fact that you have avoided all balls and any potential matches leads me to believe you are no longer a man in the ways that matter. As such, this is your brother, Silas."

Everything cleared up at that moment. He was using me as the stick and the earldom is the carrot he offers me to play his game. I should have refused this meeting.

"He is the product of a … lover I had prior to marrying your mother. He was educated at Charterhouse, so while not the same level as your education at Eton, it will suffice. Both of you have a year to find an interest worthy of an earl and prove to me you have the ability to manage the challenges intrinsic to this role. I will not allow the honour of this title to be squandered by my descendants. In order to make the challenge more equitable, though life is never fair, Silas will be moving into the room next to yours, Duncan, and living here with the same allowance as you have for the next year. After that year, as Emmeline will be well married by then, we will reconvene and see which of you is better suited to the earldom."

The ability to remain impassive no matter what was going on was a blessing in this situation, as I wanted to jump up and protest that this was not what I wanted. Why in the world did he want us at odds with each other? And how did I undermine him while still making him think it was something I wanted?

"That will be all. Dismissed." His words were bitter and the three of us rose, but the earl's gaze caught me and there was an odd amount of glee in his eyes. Glee I did not understand.

Moments later I found myself in the parlour with them, and my sister, Emmeline, I think her name was, speaking to me.

"So, Silas, can you tell us more? As you saw, father allows no disagreement." Her voice was tight and as controlled as my body language.

Before I could respond, Duncan exploded in a shower of words that took me by surprise. "I can not believe Father. Who is this boy? He doesn't approve of my 'tinkering' as he calls it. I'm inventing. Inventions are what made this country great. So now, unless I bend to his whim, I lose everything?"

Words burst out of me before I fully decided what to say. "I ne'er asked for this." My accent slipped as I struggled with which way to do this. Friend, ally, user? Did I think I'd ever get the carrot the earl was dangling—no. But I might get a family.

"And you think I did?" Duncan demanded, whirling to glare at me. I felt sorry for him. He'd never have survived the army.

The quiet girl, who had faded into the background so well, flared up with a temper that I was glad to see.

"Duncan, sit down and be quiet. At least you haven't been sentenced into a marriage with a man as old as Father, who slobbers when he eats. All you have to do is prove you can act like an earl should."

I ducked my head to hide a smile.

"Now please sit down and act like the adults we supposedly are." There was a knock and Emmeline froze a bit, then sat back letting the servant come and set up tea and snacks. After the girl fled, Emmeline turned to look at me. "Now Silas, please tell us your side of the story."

Here it was. What do I say? The earl would use me, but maybe I could actually have siblings. I glanced at the two of them. Siblings. The idea still seemed odd. I knew the earl would never pass the title to me willingly, and even if I got it, I'd never be accepted as the earl. My manners were too rough, my speech not refined, and while I had a decent education at Charterhouse, I still wasn't educated enough for gentry. In the long run, being their friend would get me further than being their enemy.

With that decision made, I relaxed my shoulders and looked up at them. "I always knew I was a bastard. That my father was nobility, I guessed. When I was younger, ma always had money, though ma didn't work a full time job. Then the 'scholarship' to Charterhouse showed up. But neither of us was going to complain. I tried my best there, but as you can see, I still got in a few fisticuffs." I traced the scar running down my cheek with a wry smile. "I graduated and have a few friends, though most guessed I was a bastard to some lord. I joined the East India Army and ended up in India for a decade. Was sent home at the beginning of the year and arrived in London last month. Last week your father showed himself at the boarding house I'm staying at. Said to be here this morn, and he'd change my world. He told me he was my father, but I know men like him rarely care about their bastards, though the schooling was appreciated." I shrugged and waited for their response.

The girl, my sister, looked at me with narrowed eyes. The boy still had his dander up.

"So you thought you would just waltz in here and take my title?"

I snorted. "I can waltz, but the odds of me getting that title are nil. Your father, our dad I guess, is trying to rile you up. He wants something of you, though not sure what." I let my eyes drift to my sister. "You, he just wants gone, but I have no idea why."

She ducked her head for a moment, then looked up at me, and I wanted to hug her for the pain I saw in her eyes. "He blames me for Mother's death. And in a way, I guess it was my fault. It was bearing me that took her life."

I suppressed a growl in my throat. Seems my father was a right rounder. "Ah. Sorry for your loss. My ma died about fourteen years ago now. But still, not like it was your fault. Babes don't ask to be born." My accent slipped a bit. I hated seeing women being used.

The blush on her cheeks told me she rarely got kind words, but then Duncan spoke, and I pulled my attention back to him.

"Rile me up? So you are just a tool of his?"

Did he really think I could ever be anything else? Nobility didn't raise bastard sons to their level unless they got no choice.

"Sure am. Honestly, the only thing I'm hoping to get out of this is maybe some siblings. I ain't never had a real family besides my ma."

We fell silent, and the urge to move pulled at me. Too much sitting, and after years in the military, the need to be doing something had been beaten into me. But for now, I'd let this play out. See what happened.

Duncan jerked his head. "Come with me. We need to talk. Emmie, I'll see you later." He waved at me and with an arched eyebrow I followed, leaving my sister behind in the parlour looking sad and tired. I did not like it.
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Monday, April 24th

Duncan showed me around his workshop, and I watched how his eyes lit up when he described the various things he tinkered with. I could see why his father thought he was playing, but there was a fierce intelligence in his eyes as he expounded on various ideas that I admired. And there were many things that seemed to be on the cusp of being amazing.

The ticking of time weighed on me, and I knew I needed to take my leave. "I believe I'll head back to my residence. I have some thinking to do, and I have a job interview tomorrow." My hands were in my pocket as I tried to decide what to do, which way to tilt this.

"Oh?" Duncan glanced at me with curiosity and I managed to not smile. He reminded me of a puppy with a new toy and he wanted to show it to everyone. The few years I had on him weighed on me, though I suspected it was the military that had made me so much older.

"Yes. It’s for staff at the East India Club. I am not sure ‘tis the right job to take, but I suspect depending on the earl would be foolish."

"What about you moving in here?" The puppy dog mixed with wariness let me know that having a brother would be a bigger risk to my equanimity than the earl ever would manage.

"I'll be taking it, of course. If nothing else, it saves me money on rent and food, even if it is only for a month or so." I wasn't stupid enough to pass up anything free when I wasn't sure where my next paycheck would come from.

We talked for another minute, then I headed to check in with the earl as Duncan headed up the stairs. There was something scratching at the back of my mind, and I wanted to follow up. I knocked on the door of his study.

"Enter." The words were snapped out, but it was no less than I expected. I went in and pushed the door closed, then sat in front of him, staring at him. "So you have met your siblings. Thoughts?"

The words 'you are a fool' were on the tip of my tongue, but I managed to not say them. "I am unsure why I'm here," I managed instead, though I suspected I knew.

"The girl is useless. If she had looked like her mother, she would have had value as a bride. As it is, I'll have to pay someone to take her off my hands if Smythe falls through."

A shudder ran through me. How could anyone be so uncaring of his children? No, she wasn't a beauty, but she had depths I doubt he could see. I remained silent, waiting to see what he would say.

"And Duncan is no man with that injury. With his education, he could find a job with the Crown or even make the estate produce more, but instead he whiles away his days doing nothing. The money I spent on Eton and King's College for him to do nothing is aggravating. Besides the fact that it is unlikely he can sire a child, and he'll never be seen as a whole man." His contempt was obvious.

Still, I remained silent. There was something missing.

The earl gave me a considering glance. "The question is: what do you want? You will move in here, but then what?"

"That is the question. Why ask me here? You know the peerage would never accept me."

He waved his hand. "You are a child of a … liaison that I lost touch with." There was something about that sentence that ran false to me, but he kept talking. "I was unaware she had been with child when I last saw her. But if I claim you as my eldest son, no one will gainsay me. It is my choice who claims the title."

I did blink at that. Was he so arrogant to think the Queen would not have an opinion about that?

"Then what do you want from me?" The temptation to tell him to drop dead and walk out was high. But siblings. That was something I'd always longed for. Of all the children I had known, I was the only one without siblings.

He leaned forward, a sneer on his face. "Even the girl manages to be more presentable than him. A true earl knows how to move in the upper echelons. You've seen him. He’s damaged in a way nothing can hide. He spurns what women have approached him, though if that means he prefers men or can no longer function as a male, I am unsure. No one like that would ever be respected as earl." The distaste on his face made me want to strangle him. His son was intelligent, creative, and kind, but none of that mattered because his physical body was damaged. I'd seen officers do this before, dismiss a valued sepoy because he had lost a leg or arm. Sepoys, the local men who were recruited as soldiers or servants for the trading company and its army, were treated as disposable goods; and once injured, they were discarded like broken toys.

"Ah." That limited my options. If that was why he had me here. "I would like to think about this. It is an amazing opportunity."

His eyes narrowed as he stared back at me. "Yes, it is. So why do you need to think about it?"

I managed a shrug. "My manners are rougher than what is acceptable, and if your children come out against me, it could cause issues. Also, I would prefer to not assume anything. I have a job opportunity, and as I doubt you are going to formally accept me anytime soon, I feel it would be wise to obtain employment."

A calculating look crossed his face. "Job? Where?"

The fact that he did not bluster about nobility not needing a job told me everything I needed to know. He wanted something from me, but what? "One of the clubs."

"Ah. Hmm," he looked pensive for a moment, then smiled. "Yes. That would be useful to have a spy in the clubs, to be able to hear about business deals. Which one?"

The look of avarice on his face almost made me protest I would not betray a confidence that way, but he would, I realized with shocking clarity. It gave me options.

"East India Club," I said, making sure my face remained expressionless.

The grin widened. "Excellent. I am a member there. This is an amazing opportunity. Yes, go. But still, I want you here under my roof."

He meant under his control, and I knew it. But the benefits were too great to ignore. Besides, I was only under his control if I allowed it.

"Then I had best be off," I said, rising from the chair. "I'll move in tomorrow."

The earl was looking at his books. "Good, go. And tell that daughter of mine I need her. I have some correspondence that needs written."

I left the study, leaving the door slightly open out of spite, and headed to the parlour. She was still sitting there, staring at the walls, her face pale.

"Miss?" She jerked her head up to look at me, eyes darkening. "I wanted to say it was nice to meet you. And I am honoured to have a sister."

She nodded, her face flushing in splotches. "I apologize for my father-" she started, and I cut her off.

"He is not yours to apologize for. I need to head out, but I will see you when I come back."

Another smile, this one brightened her face. With a nod to her, I headed out, wondering about the dynamics of this family. I waved the footman off, letting myself out of the house. I had a lot to think about over the next day. And I had an interview tomorrow. One I would keep for my own reasons, but now I needed to think about this complication and how it would play in.

Walking down the streets of an area where even my clothes shouted I was out of place made me twitchy, but I made it back to my boarding house fine. It wasn't hard to find decent boarding houses, so I did not worry about finding a new one after I left here, assuming the earl withdrew his offer. Or maybe it had been a command. But I wanted to do the interview first. I had worn my best set of clothes to visit the earl, not that they were that impressive. But for the interview tomorrow, I would put on my dress uniform. It would look out of place so far away from India; and England being colder the suit would just be tolerable for the dreary spring, but it was appropriate for this interview.

I spent the evening cleaning it and polishing my boots as I puzzled over what was going on in that house. My siblings seemed likeable, nice even. How had that happened when their father was such an ass? I suspected if he knew my entire history, he would use me even more than he already planned on. Keeping my past to myself would have to remain a priority. Luckily, I was very good at keeping secrets. Only the dead were better.
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Tuesday, April 25th

Tuesday afternoon, I presented myself at the East India club at two p.m. on the dot as instructed. The message I had received indicated it did not matter what weekday I arrived. However, the only time they interviewed for new employees was always at two p.m. After tugging on my shirt one more time, I knocked. After presenting the letter, the staff member ushered me to a small room and told me to wait. I stood in an at ease stance in the room where the doorman left me, inspecting the walls. Wealth all but oozed from them, but the earl's home was more elegant and subtle. It was an interesting observation. Old wealth versus new?

Two minutes later, an older gentleman walked in. From his bearing and stride, I could tell he was former military, most likely East India Company Army given the club, though that was an assumption I wasn't willing to lay money on.

"Silas Emmason?" The man looked me over with a sharp eye.

I was suddenly glad that I had cleaned my jacket and pants and polished my boots before I came in. It felt like I was once again being inspected by the regimental commander. "Yes, sir."

The man tilted his head and then gestured for me to take a seat. I waited until he sat, and then I followed his gesture, making sure to keep my back straight as I sat.

"I'm retired Colonel Marcel Lloyd. I am the day manager for the club and part owner." He glanced down at the letter I had given the doorman. "So, the captain says you were an excellent noncom and worked well with him while in India." There really wasn't a question in there, so I answered what I thought he wanted to hear, smiling just a touch, as if reminiscing.

"I'm honoured by his recommendation, sir. I'd like to think that I did a good job, but one's perspective on your own actions is not always as accurate as you might wish." A smile might have drifted across his face, but it vanished before I could be sure.

"What are you doing right now?"

"At the moment, I'm living off of my savings in a boarding house not far from here. I'm hoping with a good job I can make a living and possibly settle down in London." It wasn't a lie, not exactly. I had zero idea what would happen with the earl or the Luck family, but that was not information I would ever share. The earl could assume that I would work for him. But I would never work for someone I didn't trust. The earl had made it very clear he was not trustworthy.

"I see. So you're a bit hungry for a job?" There was a slight lilt and eagerness in those worlds that made me wary. But it only made sense to act as if I was slightly desperate, after all until the earl had thrown his mess into my lap, I had been.

"Yes, sir. I'd like to make a good living in London. Working at this club would not only feel familiar, it would be an excellent job for me."

"Tell me your duties and skills while in the army." He actually seemed interested, so I took the time to tell him about managing all the various aspects of army life, getting the employees to follow orders, how to deal with uniforms, and making sure that they stayed clean and pressed, as well as making sure that the officers were never troubled with small issues that I could handle myself. I did not tell him about the battles or how much death I'd seen and caused.

The question-and-answer session took about twenty minutes, but I felt like I had represented myself well. A distressingly large part of army life was spent on menial tasks. If you did them well, you were rewarded. Learning to keep your temper under most situations also kept you from ending up in the stocks. But overall, I didn't think I would be rejected out of hand.

"You sound imminently capable. The opening that we currently have is for a server here for the morning shift. Do you think you could take drink orders, go back-and-forth between the bar and our club members, serve them, and do whatever other minor requests they might have?" There was an odd expression on his face as he asked that last part that made my eyes narrow.

"Overall, yes, sir. However, I am not willing to do things that would be illegal by the Crown or against my moral fortitude." There was the slightest change in his face, but for the life of me, I was unable to tell if it was good or bad.

Finally, he nodded. "That is acceptable. Normally, the worst that might happen is to find a lady of the evening to keep them company in one of the private rooms. I assume that would not cross your moral turpitude?"

I manage not to smile. "I am perfectly fine with those sorts of questions or requests." Entertaining soiled doves was a popular pastime, in my experience, among any man with rank, station, or money.

Colonel Lloyd stood and held out his hand for me, and I shook it. "Excellent. The wage to start is a pound a week, though you are free to accept tips. After six months, it will go up to one pound, one crown a week. Is that acceptable?"

I did the math in my head. The starting wage was only about forty-eight pounds a year, but after six months, it would jump to almost sixty pounds a year, which was a very good salary. Assuming I never became an earl. I couldn't even imagine how much he made in a year.

"Yes, sir. That is more than acceptable."

The colonel gave me a thin smile. "We have found that if we pay people decently, they do a better job and we aren't losing them to other clubs." That did not surprise me. It would be almost double what I made in the army, though there, my food and lodging were included. Not that the lodging had been desirable much of the time.

I nodded, giving him a smile. "That makes excellent sense, sir."

"Very well. I would like you to start on Monday at eight in the morning. Rarely you may be needed earlier. As a rule, the majority of our members do not start arriving much before ten in the morning. There are some that come for breakfast and coffee, though. We utilize those two hours for cleaning and preparing the club for the day ahead."

Thinking of the amount of cleaning I'd done in the army, this sort of cleaning and prep would be a vacation, given what I had seen of the club so far. "That sounds just fine, sir."

"Good. The major-domo will orient you, introduce you to the people you'll need to know, and assign your duties. You will be provided two uniforms, but it is your responsibility to keep them clean. We have people we can refer you to, if you need."

I nodded. That sounded pretty standard from what I understood. Depending on the stains, I should be able to clean them myself. "Thank you for the opportunity, Colonel. I promise you will not be disappointed."

"I hope not. I would hate to think an officer in the army could so misread his people." If it wasn't for the soft smile, I might have taken it as an insult. He ushered me to the door, and I headed out, pleased with the sudden changes. Here I was with my first job, and it paid really well. The wages the man had proposed were almost double what I had feared and more than enough for me to be able to rent a better place to lodge. Though, if the earl followed through and I could live there for free, it would give me a better chance to increase my savings without having to cut corners at every turn.

With a soft whistle on my lips, I headed back to the lodging house, planning on packing up and heading to the earl’s. I might as well start living with a bit of luxury, though I would never be stupid enough to think I was nobility. It meant I would double down on getting the servants on my side. Maybe that way I could figure out what the earl was up to as well as protect myself.

My mind was whirling with ideas and other thoughts so I was not as aware of what was going on around me as I probably should've been. I paid for that when I was about halfway home.
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Tuesday, April 25th

Iwalked past an alleyway, thinking about what I had at the boarding house I could pack up and how much I had available to purchase another outfit or two. I hated the idea of asking the earl for anything, but if he wanted me to move at his levels, the clothes I had access to would never be acceptable. There was no way for me to afford them either, as I suspected what Duncan wore cost more than I would make in a year.

Rough hands grabbed me and jerked me into the alleyway, ripping me out of my contemplative state. The act of being thrown against the wall both stunned me and kicked my brain into gear. I stared at the two men, who were leering at me, in complete surprise for a few seconds.

Both of the men wore dirty clothes, had stained teeth and bad breath that smelled worse than overflowing latrine pits. The man with a hat on his head had a knife up against the left side of my torso, below my ribs, and the other had his hand pressed against my shoulder, pinning me to the wall.

"We've been following yeh. Yeh got all dusted up and spent time in the club. We figures if you can goes in the front door there, yeh's got money. We wants it."

The accent was thick enough that I cringed at the mangling of the English language. Even the sepoys had spoken better English. But there was no way in the world I was about to give them what money I had. I'd left most of my loose cash at the boarding house. The rest was in the Bank of England. It wasn't like I carried around pounds on me.

I laughed internally, realizing if they had mugged Duncan, they'd probably be rich.

"I don't have any money. I was there for a job interview. You're both idiots. Now let me go!" I demanded, rearing forward. Unfortunately, both of them were stronger than I was. They had obviously spent their younger years working on the docks. Or at least that was my assumption from the rank oily fish smell that swirled around them. I had to fight not to gag.

"Yeh lying. We see you go to the club looking all smart in your uniform. Means you have some money, as they don't hire dockies like us. An iffin’ you don't, guess we'll just take it out of your hide."

Both of them looked so similar that in the dark light of the alley, there was only the hat to tell them apart. He was the one that slammed a fist in my stomach, and I instinctively doubled over, gasping for air. The knife sliced through my uniform, and I felt it nick my skin as I coughed and gasped, trying to breathe. But I was exaggerating my weakness as I tried to figure a way out. This guy didn't hit as hard as he thought he did. It let me move into a position where I had a tiny advantage. I coughed once more, bent over, then surged forward and up. The position ensured my head caught the one with the knife against my skin underneath his jaw with my skull. It snapped it shut with a sharp cracking sound as he yelped in surprise and pain. I thought I might've heard a tooth crack as his jaw slammed together and he stumbled backward, pulling the knife away from me.

"Son of a bitch, he broke my tooth. Get him, Donnie!"

Now at least I had a way to differentiate them in my head. There was Donnie and not-Donnie. The problem was that Donnie was lunging at me now, also with a knife he had pulled out of his boot. From the rage on his face and the lunge, it looked like he was about to shove it into my stomach from my right. At the same time, not-Donnie had shaken his head and was rushing toward me, obviously seeking payback. Neither of which was something I wanted to happen. I snapped into fight mode, determined not to end up dead in a London Alley just as my life seemed to be turning around.

While in the army, you spent a lot of time bored, so there were fisticuff competitions, wrestling, and more than once in the heat of battle your gun would jam. So you had to resort to the old-fashioned method of beating on people to stay alive. I'd been pretty good, and I'd also worked out with the sepoys as they had a unique style of fighting that I enjoyed learning. Which meant I wasn't about to stand there and just them hit me like the stupid rules the officers followed.

I moved to the side so that not-Donnie’s knife cut across my waist, leaving a shallow cut, but he buried it into the wall with his lunge, which gave me a second. The problem was Donnie's knife was headed directly into my stomach. I kicked out as hard as I could with my right leg, hitting him in the knee. He cried out and stumbled back, and I swung out with my right hand, aiming for his wrist with the knife pointed at me. If I didn't get rid of that knife, I was going to be in more trouble than what I already was in.

Unfortunately, I missed. With his stumble, he moved his arm up, and I swung underneath it. The man was fast, and he stabbed toward me. The knife hit my stomach as I turned, trying to mitigate the damage. Pain lashed through me as the knife, coated with substances that might kill me later, sliced deep across my stomach. All I could hope at this point was that it had not touched my intestines. If that happened, well, my life would be short and painful. I'd seen more than one man die after he was gut shot, screaming in pain that not even morphine seemed to touch. I had no desire to be one of them.

I lifted my knee and slammed it into Donnie's balls. To my relief, he fell away from me to the side, and slammed into not-Donnie. This had the wonderful effect of not only knocking that man off balance, but causing him to fall against the knife, snapping it off, still embedded in the wall.

With that weapon no longer useful, not-Donnie dropped the hilt on the ground and came at me with both fists. Blood coated both sides of my stomach at this point, I was in pain and seriously angry.

The first fist hit me in the ribs. I hit back just as hard, but they had started off with an advantage, and they had years more of bar room brawls than I had. They were also just as pissed off and didn't seem to care about any damage I was doing to them.

Desperation, anger, and the desire to not let my life end like this ran through me. I screamed an incoherent sound of rage at the thought that after surviving a decade in the East, surviving in the army through the diseases and messes in India, that I would end up like this. Dead and in a back alley in London. No, I wouldn't let it happen.

Something changed. I felt my body flash out with heat even as I lashed out with my fist towards not-Donnie. I hoped that maybe if I knock him out, I could buy some time for myself. The heat kept rising, and for a second I thought I was going to burn. Then both of my fists caught fire just as I landed a punch in not-Donnie's ribs.

The flame jumped away from me and grabbed onto his clothing, going up instantly.

"Ack, what the bloody shit," he screamed as he flailed around.

"Monster," Donnie yelled, lunging at me with the knife. I turned instinctively and swung, though I knew I was too far away. A fireball launched from my hand and hit him square in the chest. He flew backward and landed on the alley ground, fire and steam rising from his chest.

Not-Donnie had gotten his clothes off, and he stared at me. Even in the dim light of the alley, I could see his wide eyes and pale face. He glanced at his unconscious friend, then back at me. He spun and raced out the other end of the alley.

I stood there, my chest heaving as I looked at my hands. The flames were slowly dying down, and then they guttered out. My mind refused to process anything as I stared at my unburnt hands. Moving caused pain, and I knew I needed to get back to the boarding house. I moved that direction, not thinking about anything, dragging my coat shut to hide the blood from curious eyes. This time I paid attention the entire way, but mostly people moved out of my way and avoided looking at me with more than a quick glance. I patted my head once, just to verify my hair wasn't on fire. Since it seemed like it always had, I figured I must look like a crazy man. I would take it.

The walk to my boarding house seemed five times longer than it had been, but I made it up to my room without anyone seeing me. I slumped against the door, my back against it, my breathing harsh. It took me a minute or two to move and peel off my jacket and shirt. The slashes through my uniform increased my anger. Uniforms were expensive, and it was the only good one I had. Setting the frustration aside, I moved over to the mirror above the dresser. It showed that I had blood pouring down both sides, and I wanted to cry from pain and adrenaline, but I had to clean it and wrap it up. I tore the ruined shirt up into strips. It was useless at this point anyhow. I reached for my rag, and then I realized the basin of water was empty.

Tears burned at the back of my eyes. I would have to go downstairs and fill it from the pump, then bring it back up. It meant the agony of moving plus the probability of Dorsey seeing me and either getting in my business or demanding I leave.

I needed that basin full of water. My eyes lingered on it, and it felt like something asked me if I wanted water. Of course I wanted water. That was the entire point. I wanted it, and there was none. As if that was an answer, there was the oddest spurt of acceptance, which made no sense. But then, as I stared at the bowl, it formed water droplets on the inside of the basin.

As I watched, water condensed on the sides, running down to the basin, as if there was rain in the bowl but nowhere else. I couldn't move as I stared. In less than a minute, the basin was half full. Moving on automatic, I dipped my cloth in the water and cleaned up my sides, watching in the mirror as I did so. One side would need stitches, but to my relief, it was only muscles cut. The blade had not gone into my stomach. The other side, while bleeding freely, just needed a bandage. Stitches I could do. Firmly refusing to think about fire or water, I pulled out my medicine kit, sat on the bed, and slowly and painfully stitched the wound closed. In India there were rarely doctors, and you learned to take care of your own wounds. Or you died. Then I cleaned the area again and used my shirt to bandage it.

When that was all done, I stared at the now red bowl of water and thought of fire and water and what had just happened.
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Wednesday, April 26th

Ifell asleep sitting on the bed. When I woke the next morning, I stared at the ceiling, trying to pull my thoughts together. That had been the strangest dream. I went to sit up, and pain flared through me. Jolted out of my sleep haze, I looked down at my body. I still had pants on, though I had apparently kicked off my shoes. But the bandages, showing blood seepage, brought back the past day forcefully. It had not been a dream.

Moving hurt, so I just laid there, attempting to apply some semblance of logic to what had occurred. My hands had burst into flames. I had thrown a fireball at someone. I lifted my hands, peering at them intently. Now that I was looking closely, I could see that while I had not burned them, all the hair on the back of my hands and a bit past my wrist was singed off.

My hands dropped back by my side, and I stared at the ceiling, not actually seeing the weathered brown boards. Magic. I'd heard of it, of course. In India, they had always talked about their mystics and their yogis. But I'd dismissed it as superstitious nonsense. It had been a while since I'd read a paper, but the last one, one I'd seen in a pub days before the earl dropped into my life, had mentioned magic. Something about the Prince and Victoria and magic. I'd just assumed it was a parody piece, or maybe fiction. But this wasn't something I'd made up.

I needed time to heal and think. Forcing myself up, I went through my morning toilet. Then I extracted a few pounds from my supply. For the errands I had in mind this morning, I would need some money. I also might need to buy a club or a cane. I instantly dismissed the cane idea as Duncan jumped into my mind. The odds were he would think I was mocking him. Maybe I could get a set of knuckledusters.

Or maybe you figure out how to shoot fireballs on command.

The thought twisted through my mind, seductive and sweet. I didn't dismiss it immediately, but first I had other things to do. I headed out, moving slowly, but not enough that anyone would think something was wrong. First, I headed to a stationer's shop. They often had pens available to use if you purchased writing supplies. I bought a sheet of paper and an envelope. It took me but a minute to write out my excuses, stating that I would arrive this weekend. I hoped by Sunday my wounds would have healed enough to not be obvious and I could come up with an excuse if anyone noticed.

I flagged down a runner and gave him the envelope and a halfpence to get it delivered. With luck he would; if not, well, I would deal with that later. An hour after that, I had two new used shirts and some new bandages to wrap my wounds. I knew enough to keep them clean, and worst case I had sulphur powder I could use if I thought they were getting infected. After dropping off my clothes at the house, I headed to a pub. I needed information, and now.

On the way there, I bought three different news sheets, one several days old, the others newer. Then I found a pub that catered to the merchant class, though to be honest, I wished I was working at the East India Club already. It would have made overhearing what I needed to know easier. With a bowl of stew and an ale, I sat in the corner of a popular pub. I had arrived before their busy hour and started to read. It turned out magic was real; more and more people were proving they had magic. Most of them talked about elemental magic, but if you read between the lines, you could tell there was another type. The interesting part to me was that while there was lots of talk about magic, even mentions of possible royal magic, there was no word yet from the Palace about it.

That gave me food for thought, but very little information on how to use it. I ordered another beer, mainly because the serving girl was glaring at me, and watched the people. If anyone was using magic, it wasn't obvious. No gouts of flame, no beer moving by itself. But there was an odd energy that reminded me of the night before a battle. People were on edge, a bit excited, but there wasn't anything I could put my finger on.

After a while I gave up and headed out. My mind whirled. I had no idea how magic worked, but I knew I could do something with Fire and Water. Rather than searching out more about the types, I decided to focus on what I knew I had. Fire seemed dangerous, but there were safer ways I could play with it. At the market, I bought two candles and a bit of kindling. Then I headed to the Thames.

It was possible that way back in the days of King Arthur that the Thames had been a beautiful, majestic river. Now it was a liquid sludge from the waste poured into it, the ships, and unseasonable dryness.

I headed down toward the docks, but the further I went into that area of London, the less and less maintained the banks of the Thames were. I needed an area where nobody would give me even a second glance, because if you did that, you were probably just as good as dead. My feet and ribs were protesting before I found a place where all I saw were a few street urchins, mudlarks, some homeless, and the occasional thug wandering through. It looked like what I needed. I found the next bridge over, and I cautiously walked down the edge towards the river. Doing that was more difficult than I had expected. The banks of the Thames were slick and had rotting, dead creatures laying on it from higher flows. But I knew I wanted to be far away from curious eyes. Risking my life or having people find out what I could do seemed unwise at this point. I persevered and finally I found myself in a relatively flat area where I could tell people used it for camping occasionally. It was late afternoon, and nobody paid me any attention.

I crouched and laid out the kindling. For a halfpence, I'd been able to purchase five sticks. I set one piece to my right side, lining the other four up on my left. The piece of wood lay there, unimpressed as I stared at it. How I had possibly set anything on fire? Feeling ridiculous, I glared at it and muttered, "Burn."

Absolutely nothing happened, which didn't really surprise me. I thought about it a bit more. If I wanted something to burn, I had to get it hot. I'd been taught the basics of fire starting. When you were out on manoeuvres with the army, there really wasn't much other option but to rely on fire for heat and cooking. That meant I needed a spark.

I stared at the piece of kindling laying on the ground and imagined it looking like other kindling wood as it slowly caught fire. Getting darker and darker until it would burst into flames. Again, I felt that odd whisper asking for some of my hair. That made zero sense, and it wasn't even a solid thought. It was just more of a 'what if I' sort of thought.

With a shrug, I answered 'yes', and the end of the kindling caught on fire almost instantly. I jerked back, more than a bit surprised as I stared at it with wide eyes.

I had made fire. Could I make it go away? Again, how would I have done that if I were in the field? Normally I would have doused it in water. Which was something else I needed to play with. But right now, I didn't want to use Water to put out the fire. There had to be another method I could use. You could get fire to go out by smothering it. That was another option. But it had to have air to grow. Maybe I could use that as a means.

I thought about that. I imagined the fire dying, not having enough air and snuffing out. Again, that question. I said 'yes', and the fire whooshed out. With more than a small measure of apprehension, I reached back and touched my hair. I'd let it grow out since getting out of the East India Army, but it only reached about the top of my shoulders. I couldn't swear, but I thought maybe it might be shorter. This made no sense magic required me to what—burn my hair?

I spent the next ten minutes setting sticks on fire, then causing them to not be on fire. My practice varied from a bunch at once to a tiny sliver. Doing it in multiple variations until I was absolutely sure I had it down. Every single time there was a question, but it was almost unnoticeable, and I gave my answer without thinking about it.

By the time I figured I had Fire well under control, I knew my hair was slightly shorter. Not a lot, certainly not more than maybe half an inch, but I knew it was shorter because it now tickled the back of my neck when I turned my head, instead of brushing my collar.

Grinning in satisfaction—this would've been extremely helpful during my time on field movements—I set Fire aside and focused on Water. Expecting the same sort of reactions, I stared at the water of the Thames, my boot but inches from it. Deciding to start small. I swirled my finger around as I stared at the water, willing it to move in the same direction my finger did. The question was there again, but this time it seemed like it asked for a bit more. That surprised me. I wasn't sure what that meant, but either way, I almost instantly agreed. The water in front of me spun in a small whirlpool until I told it to stop. All of this was in my head. There weren't any words needed. If I was lucky, all anybody wandering by would possibly see was a man crouched next to the river. Which, while unusual, wouldn't garner that much attention. By the time the sun started to set behind the buildings, I had gotten Water as much under my control as Fire, yet it always wanted more of what I privately called payment.

I left the kindling there—it wasn't really anything I needed—and headed back to town. This time I paid a lot more attention to my surroundings, but my mind whirled in circles trying to figure out what this meant. If I was this 'major magic user' as the newspapers kept calling it, what did that mean? By the time I got back to my room, I had made no decisions, but I knew I needed to heal up a bit more. I had stopped at a shop that sold makeup and bought some cover-up and powder to help hide the bruises on my face. Many of my mother's friends had been poor women who sold themselves for food and money. Hanging with them, I had learned how to use makeup to cover bruises. Some of their clients were not kind to them.

I would spend at least until Saturday morning here resting, hoping that I could get healed up to the point that when I went to the earl’s, my siblings wouldn't immediately ask who had tried to kill me.

Exhausted, I lay there in my room, going over everything that had happened in the last couple of days. Overall, it was more of a shock to my system than joining the army had been or even the first time stepping off the boat in India, where nothing was familiar. Here I was, a bastard son who had always known I was a bastard. It wasn't exactly anything unusual in the lower London parts, but now I was the bastard son of an earl. I had a good job in a club, and I seemed to have magical abilities. All in all, it was a bit more than I knew how to handle. I decided to get some sleep and see how I felt in the morning. At this point, it sounded like the best option there was.
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Sunday, April 30th

By Sunday morning, I was able to move without too much difficulty, though the bruises on my torso were a stunning array of colours. But either way, it was time to see what this earl business would hold.

"Dorsey, I'm checking out today."

Trent Dorsey jerked up to look at me, eyes narrowed, then he shook his head. "I figured when the nob shown up, youse was gonna leave. Well donna 'spect me to keep your room. There's people wanting it."

I glanced around the room. As far as I knew, Trent had three rooms, including mine, and one of them was empty. Now he had two.

"Good," I said and headed out.

I used the long walk to limber up my body and to pay attention to the world around me. I knew better than to let my guard down, but I still had. Now I looked for magic. I wasn't expecting to see fireballs flying down the street, but I was looking for something. That excitement, that fear, that delight when you knew something no one else did.

I caught it once or twice. A woman carrying water stumbled, and the water sloshed; but she jerked her head, and it went back in rather than out of the bucket. They were tiny things, easily overlooked, but there was the sense at the edge of my mind that this was not as tiny as it appeared.

Still working on being invisible, the walk to the Luck mansion took a while. It was mid-afternoon by the time I arrived. I knocked on the front door, and the footman let me in with a nod. Duncan walked in at the same time, smiling as he saw me. He showed me to the room I was staying in.

It was huge. Three beds could have fit in there. There was a bed, a wardrobe, a chair by the fireplace, small tables on either side of the bed, and a small screen where the chamber pot was. Between the fireplace and the screen was a dresser with a basin and a pitcher and some small towels next to it. It felt so rich and luxurious, I almost walked back out to stay in the servants' quarters.

Act like you belong, and few will dare challenge you.

The old advice went through my mind, and I leaned into it. I set my bag on the bed and unpacked. Duncan nattered on, awkward and unsure. He reminded me of a soldier on his first deployment. Talking to cover nerves. When he started to say inane things—the boy had no understanding of why I still needed a job—I encouraged him to leave claiming exhaustion.

It wasn't a lie. The walk had been long and while my valise was not heavy, it still had weight, and my body protested against it. I was unsure how long I lay there, my eyes closed as I tried to think of how to manage all of this, when there was a knock at my door.

Stifling a groan, I sat up and opened the door. "Yes?"

A footman, his face perfectly bland, looked back at me. "Earl Luck requests your presence."

I knew an order when I heard one. "Of course," I said, following him down. Before I could even knock, the earl ordered me to enter.

Fighting back a sigh—I really could have used a nap—I entered his dark, stuffy office and took a seat in a chair. His narrowed eyes told me what he thought of my presumption, but I had to make sure this man knew he did not own me. Our relationship would be determined by his actions. I would match them, making sure we were at the least equals.

I just looked at him and waited.

"What took you so long? I thought it was clear you were to move in here?" They weren't really questions, more accusations, but that was his style, not mine.

"There were some personal issues that I needed to deal with first, and as I would not get a refund from the boarding house, it made no difference to stay for a few more days."

Jontan's eyes narrowed. "You didn't get some wench pregnant, did you?"

"No." I didn't say anything else, just waited.

"Hmph. What about the club?" He sounded uninterested, but his eyes didn't leave me.

"I have a position there, and I start on Monday." I kept my voice calm. The man didn't need to know how much he annoyed me. A slow smile spread across his face, but it faded when I continued. "I am on the morning shift for a while, so I can learn the role. After that, we will see how I fit in."

"Fine. Not as useful as the evenings would be. That is when most of the important people are there. They talk too much. But occasionally some of them are there in the morning, mainly to escape their nagging wives and whining daughters. You might hear something interesting. Make sure to get me the information that day. It does no good to receive gossip, if it is a week old."

"Mmm," I said and let him take it as a confirmation.

"Go. I have work to do, and I am headed to the club for dinner. There is something going on with the blockade against the Americas that I want to see if anyone has heard about." He dismissed me with a wave of his hand and looked back down at a red ledger book.

I nodded and headed out. Ready for a brief nap. My ribs still ached. I slept about an hour and woke, feeling much better. There were still two hours until dinner. The nobility apparently ate later than working people usually did, so I spent the time mapping out the house. It helped to know where everyone was. And you could never tell when you needed an escape route.

It wasn't an enormous house, but there were servants' quarters in the attic and five bedrooms on the second floor. I'd taken one of the smaller ones. It was paired with Duncan's, and we shared access to a bathing chamber. That left the one spare room which was between the earl and his daughter. There was also a library, which I planned on spending as much time in as possible.

On the ground floor was the dining area, the parlour, the earl's study, and a large room with a piano. I had no idea what that room was actually used for. There was the kitchen and the pantries, with a wraparound porch. The backyard, off the porch, was where Duncan's laboratory was.

By the time I had done all that, it was time for dinner. I settled into the dining hall, where Duncan joined me. Apparently, Emmeline was not coming down for dinner. That worried me, but I did not have enough information to know if that was normal or not.

The first course was a fish soup. I couldn't remember ever eating fish soup. It was mostly clear and oddly tasteless. All in all, I thought I would have preferred the fruit that we often had in India to this.

I checked which spoon Duncan used before I ate. I knew I needed to improve my social skills, and I'd never had over three utensils on the table. Most of the time, my knife was the one I carried with me.

"Did father have anything interesting to say, or was it a dressing down for not living up to your station?" Duncan asked. The man really reminded me of a puppy who hadn't learned not everyone would pet them.

"I let him know I was offered the position at East India Club, and that is where I will be most mornings; they want me for the morning shift. Afternoon off. It is a part time position." I kept eating, still amazed at how bland food could be. My mouth missed the curry and spices so prevalent in India. I would need to see if there were any shops around here serving Indian food.

"Ah. So tell me about you. I really don't know much, and aren't brothers here to help you figure things out?" It was falsely jovial, but it made me pay attention to him.

Could he help me? He had access to people I didn't and would let me know if something was coming down that would make it so I had to run. If I did, I would go back to India. There I knew some of the languages and the culture. It was hard to find anyone there who didn't want to be found. I had no illusions as to how volatile this whole magic thing might turn out to be.

I looked back up at him, then concentrated on finishing the last of the soup. There was no way I was letting this go to waste. You never knew when your next meal was. It was a gamble telling him. But better to learn now if he was trustworthy, rather than later.

"I had something unexpected happen, and I'm not quite sure how to deal with it," I said, glancing at him from under my lashes.

His reply was glib. "I can understand that completely, and I had a bit of excitement that I'm still coming to terms with. Tell you what, you tell me yours, and I'll tell you mine, and maybe together we can figure out an answer to our problems."

Mentally I snorted. That much I doubted. The footman came in with another plate, more food than I normally ate in two days. My mouth watered at the sight of actual food, not this watery soup. Lamb, potatoes, and some carrots. If nothing else, I was going to be better fed here than I'd ever been.

When he left, I nailed Duncan with a look. "You promise you won't scream or get overly excited?"

He snorted, picking up a fork. "Are you planning on telling me you found yourself in a threesome with Victoria and Albert?"

I choked out a laugh. That was not the response I was expecting. Turned out the puppy had a bit of a bite. Good. You needed that in life. "No, nothing quite that scandalous. But it might be just as odd."

"Now I absolutely want to know. This is fascinating." He leaned his chin on his fist, watching me as if I had the world's best gossip. There were days I despaired for England.

“Very well.” I looked around and spied candles that were unlit. The chandler above us provided plenty of light. I grabbed the two candles, setting one in front of Duncan then the other in front of me. With a thought, and a tiny payment, the candles flared to life.

Duncan sat back, his face going completely blank.

In for a penny, in for a pound. Besides, this was a good way to see if he is trustworthy.

"Then there's also this," I said. I pointed at my glass of wine, which the footman had refilled when they dropped off the plate. A little spiral of water rose in the air, spinning around, then I let it get pulled back in. Not wasting a drop. It was superb wine, and I'd much rather drink it.

After sitting there for way too long with Duncan just staring at me, I finally snapped out, "Well, aren't you gonna say anything?" Tension made me nervous. Was he going to scream for the servants?

The last thing I expected was for him to start laughing. I pulled back as a sudden breeze whipped through the room and snuffed out the candles. He moved like he was going to reach for something, then stopped, shrugging a bit. "I can kind of control Air, and I change things. I can show you later in my workshop if you want."

I froze, my mind racing. He had magic as well. This was both wonderful and very problematic. "That is very interesting."

He reacted like a child who had just got a present.

"I know. It's amazing. My friend, Lord Renford Foxglove, has met some of them. He should be back in town in a few days and we can go talk to him. From what he said, there are lots of people. I can't wait. I want to see what else I can do. We can get teachers and learn even more."

Fear gripped me. Letting others know? Making it public? If the military got a hold of this, they would round up anyone with military training and force them back in. I could lose everything. I had zero faith in anyone once they found out they could use people with power.

"No."

"No, what?" Duncan looked back at me, confused.

His lack of understanding stunned me. Letting people know you had magic made you vulnerable.

"No training. No telling anyone." The lamb chop was incredible, but my fear wrapped me too tight to be able to enjoy it. I ripped it into bits, not wanting to waste the food, and shoved it in my mouth.

"What?"

"No," I gritted out. He was so young, so naïve. He had no idea how the world worked. The earl had not done his children any favours.

"I don't understand. Don't you want to learn how to use it better?" His voice was petulant, and that just annoyed me more. He wasn't a child. I looked at him, my body locked up in fear and frustration.

"Duncan, listen to me. Do not tell anyone I have magic. Don't mention it. If you are wise, you'll keep your abilities to yourself. But my abilities are not open to discuss with others." I tried to calm down, but it didn't work. "Don't make me regret telling you."

"Why tell me then? If you don't trust me?"

Because I was stupid. Because I wanted someone on my side.

"It is an excellent test of character. If you tell people, I'll deny it, and there isn't a way to prove I have it." With hands that shook too much, I shoved the last bit of chop and potatoes in my mouth. I was going to get fat here. It might be nice. "I think it's time for me to go to bed. I have errands to run tomorrow, and I start my job in the morning."

I nodded at him and headed out, my mind and body screaming in pain and fear.
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Monday, May 1st

Igot back to my room all but shaking with rage and tension. My body wanted to strike out, bleed off some of the pressure, but I kept it all under control until I got back to my room. The opulence of it jolted me for a moment as I stepped in, and that helped relieve a bit of the pressure.

Moving in slow, precise movements, the same type I'd use when clearing a cannon that had jammed when firing, I removed my clothes and hung them up. Then, after pulling on a nightshirt, I lay down in bed. While unfashionably early for the nobility, I had been up at six a.m. and was exhausted. Besides, I needed to let my mind run as I worked through everything.

The knowledge that my brother—a word that still hadn't gained emotional resonance with me—also had magic had thrown me. Part of me was delighted even if he seemed to use a different type than I did. The rest of me was screaming at me to run and hide. Make sure the Lucks could never find me again.

The naivety of Duncan astounded me. How could he think letting people know about this was good? People with power would find out and make us all but prisoners. Yes, telling him was a risk, but worst case I had figured he would tell his father, maybe his sister. But to go tell strangers, to give them that sort of power over us?

The excellent food in my stomach roiled. Yet another thing to be annoyed about. That he had stressed me to the point even food wasn't sitting well. The worst part was some of his comments pierced my anger and fear. I wanted to learn how to use these powers, but in a way that didn't make me beholden to someone or give them the ability to use me.

Was that even possible? I was all too aware that charity was not a trait most people possessed. The rich were less likely to have it than others. But if he was right? How would we find the answers?

Then there was the earl. From how Duncan acted and what he didn't say, I assumed the earl was still oblivious. At least the boy had some sense. The earl. Figuring out how to deal with him made the magic aspect of all this almost easy.

Magic I would learn to use and then improve my life. My goals were distressingly pedestrian. Maybe I could move back to India? The idea of going there and living like a king made me sneer. I'd enjoyed the sepoys and loved their food, but I neither wanted to live in the manner they did, nor did I want to treat them like slaves. Was there a happy medium?

The earl. I would never be his heir unless both Duncan and Emmeline died. Would he go that far? I thought back through all the discussions I had with him. While he respected neither of his children, I could not see him killing them. Though some could argue he was setting Emmeline up to be killed, but I just thought he regarded her as completely disposable. Which annoyed me.

Duncan was just the opposite of him. Jontan wanted to rule everything, to have people at his beck and call. Duncan wanted to explore the world, figure out how and why to make things. Neither of them could understand the other.

Then there was the dead wife. That, I suspected, was the key to many of his actions and his detachment from his children. I'd seen it before in people who had lost people under their command. They disconnected and quit caring at all. It meant that he had cut off his ability to connect to anyone.

So why me? Why find me now? That was the part I didn't get, and it worried me. It implied a bigger plan. One he thought he could use me for. There was too much I didn't know, and I'd need to think about it. What could my presence gain him? A bastard? An educated bastard with military experience.

Nothing made sense, and eventually I fell into a fitful sleep. Images of the fight and my hands made of fire. Of me killing people because I touched them and they went up in flames. More than once I jerked awake, peering at the room to ensure it was not on fire.

By the time light was seeping in through the drapes, I was more exhausted than I had been when I went to bed. Giving into the inevitable, I rose, did my toilet, and headed downstairs. I still needed to meet the people I was living with.

Starting that, I stuck my head in the kitchen. "Excuse me?" I said to the woman in there. From what I had seen so far, there were two maids, two footmen, the cook, and a housekeeper. A relatively small staff, but not tiny. And I knew I was the odd piece in this situation.

A thin woman with greying hair turned to look at me. She set her hands on her hips and gave me a piercing look. "Yeh? Whats you want?"

Her accent had a touch of home to it, thick and the words choppy. I automatically shifted to that style of speech.

"Jus' to introduce meself. I knows I'm odd here, and me upbringing close to yours than t'earls. I'm Silas." My words were matched with a quick bob of my head. If I'd had a cap, I would have held it in my hands.

She looked at me a long time, then nodded. "Wells, ye can't control who ye parents are. Ye up early. Hungry?"

I smiled and stepped into her domain, sniffing obviously. "Noshy, as it smells right yummy. Not used ta nob hours yet."

She barked out a laugh. "That's t'truth. Name’s Lacey Hark. I'm the cook. Ye'll see Mrs. Parland around, she be the housekeep. Don't you goes giving her no guff. She's a right good woman, she is." Lacey pointed a hand at the table in the servant's dining area. "Now sits. The rest of them will be here shortly."

I followed her gesture and stepped out, sitting at the side of one of the smallish tables. It could only hold about six, unlike the monstrosity in the dining room, which could easily hold nine to a side plus the head and foot. A moment later, a young girl came in. She had light brown hair and blue eyes, along with a quick smile.

She paused in the doorway, looking at me with a wary expression. I hoped that wasn't due to Duncan or my father.

"Sir," she said slowly. "You be needing something?"

"Just Silas. Ain't sure a bastard has much ranking nowhere. Came by to introduce meself and couldn't resist the smells." I kept my smile gentle and my tone non-threatening.

Lacey came bustling out of the kitchen with a tray with some scones, marmalade, some fried potatoes, and some small sausages. "Now don'ts ye be worrying none, Sally. He's the lord's son, but he's had our life. Now sits and eats quick like afore ye gets to ye chores."

By the time I left, I had met most everyone. Lacey had a scullery assistant, but all I could tell was legs and arms, lanky brown hair that went by Nibs. I ever even got a chance to verify the colour of that servant's eyes.

Geoff and Richard were the footmen, though Richard in his late thirties was ready to move up to butler and was unsure if he should try to be promoted here or look for a position elsewhere. He and the housekeeper, one Judith Parland, worked well together, but the earl wasn't known for being uplifting with his employees.

There were two maids, Mary and Sally. Mary did most of the upstairs work and helped Emmeline the most, while Sally kept the downstairs in good shape with the assistance of Geoff. They seemed to enjoy their jobs, and other than refusing to say anything about the earl—good or bad—they were easy to get along with.

I rechecked my attire upstairs, then I headed out. My stomach was full, but I had avoided talking about or even thinking about magic for a full hour. I counted that as a win, no matter how much it burbled in the back of my mind.

The sun was up as I walked through the foggy streets. The route from here was different from the boarding house, and I still was unsure how long it would work out. But then the earl had a way of complicating things.

Either way, I needed to be there early.
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Monday, May 1st

My mood was better, having spent the morning with people closer to my background. It wasn't like meals in the military, but there was a level of camaraderie I had missed. My existence in the Luck household was an odd one. I wasn't quite nobility, but yet I wasn't a servant. It created an odd atmosphere. Hopefully, my morning spent with them would settle it into something better. But it also moved me from the employee ranking to something in between. All I could do was hope that eventually it would work out.

I arrived at the East India Club about six-thirty in the morning. Colonel Lloyd had said that my shift did not actually start until eight but I learned long ago that what your superior officers said and what they actually expected were two radically different things. So I would much rather be drastically early. If nothing else, the other workers here should respect it. This time I knocked on the servant entrance, and it opened with a man looking at me.

He had at least twenty years on me, being in his late forties, with short cropped hair, a strong nose, and imposing features as he looked at me. Then his face relaxed, and he gave a sharp nod. "I assume you are the new employee, Silas Emmason?"

Feeling a bit relieved I was expected, I nodded at him. "Yes, sir."

"It is good to see you here on time. I understand what time you were told you needed to be here. I can guarantee you if you had shown up here at eight on the dot, you would not have made it past the front door." He stepped back and held the door open for me.

I climbed the few steps and walked into the dark hallway. The man closed the door behind me and moved in front of me.

"If you follow me. I will find you a uniform that fits for now. In a day or so, we will have a spare uniform for you." He turned and started walking down the hallway.

I looked around as I followed him, trying to create a mental nap to orient myself. I was in the maze of small rooms and storage. Most of the very large households had something similar. Places for all the daily objects to be stored, mended, or created. We hadn't gone very far before the man turned and went into a room where there were multiple uniforms folded on various shelves. He waved me in and pointed at the shelves.

"You have five minutes to find something that fits you. Make sure you can tuck the shirt in. You need the vest and trousers. You may leave your clothes folded there." He pointed at another shelf made into little squares that had various other people's belongings on it. A brisk nod and the man stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him.

It didn't take me anywhere near the five minutes to find a white shirt, pants, and a vest that fit relatively well. The fit wasn't perfect, but I didn't think that mattered right now. There was a sharp rap at the door, and the man opened it, looking at me up and down.

"You'll do. I am Kegan Reese, the major-domo of the East club. You may call me Mr. Reese. Do you have any questions?"

I inclined my head in a small nod, acknowledging everything he said even as my mind raced. I had so many questions, but I suspected that wasn't what he was actually asking. Enough sergeants had tripped me up with that one to fall for the trap. "No, sir. Just waiting for you to explain my duties to me and tell me where I should be going."

A hint of a smile spread across his lips. "Very well, follow me. Your job at this time until we figure out your skill set will basically be to be bussing while the gentlemen are in here drinking. If anyone gives you orders to do something, do it. If you don't know what they mean, ask. But never in front of our members."

That much made perfect sense. I saw a few other employees, all men, as I went around the club. There was a hierarchy here, but other than Mr. Reese being only below Colonel Lloyd, I was still figuring it out.

For the next hour, he walked me around and showed me where to deposit cigar ashes, cigarettes, empty glasses, plates, dirty linens, and so on. Basically, I was a glorified waiter, but I had to do it in such a way to be nonintrusive and borderline invisible. That was almost easier than what I had expected it to be, though at this point there were only a few people in the club. The military had taught me how to not draw attention to myself. You never wanted an officer's attention, as they tended to volunteer you for things you had zero desire to do. I let myself blend into the woodwork, not meeting anybody's eyes, but keeping a constant semi-friendly expression on my face no matter what I was doing.

Turned out, the military had taught me more than I realized. I knew how to kill people before they knew I was there. It was a skill set that I had really forgotten I had. I moved around people as if they were trees, always fading back as much as possible, and I listened. The majority of their talk was either women or politics, but every so often I heard interesting comments on business, society, or scandals. My ears were perked for any mention of the Luck family.

I refilled water, brought snacks and drinks when requested, and twice was asked to go get a copy of the paper. A newsie had smartly set up just outside, so it was a matter of moments to run out the back door to the newsie and get a copy. The club bought multiples, but often they wanted one that was either untouched or they could take with them.

Mr. Reese had nodded at me twice in an approving manner, so I was relaxing a bit. One of the men called me over to light his cigar. I grabbed the lighter and headed over to him. As I held it up, an amused thought that I could light it almost easier with my finger sailed through my brain.

Yes, I could.

The flame on the lighter flared up to a foot tall as I flicked it to generate a flame. I jerked back, as did the gentleman. Both of us staring at the lighter.

"I say. That one seems a bit eager out of the gate," he said, peering at his cigar.

"I am so sorry, sir. It is temperamental today."

He puffed on his cigar, then waved me away as it smoked nicely. Shaken, I returned the lighter to its spot. There were four or five scattered in various places, easy to see and grab.

I moved back into the hallways, grabbing a towel and a touch of trash on the table. My hands were shaking as I relived the moment in my mind. It had been so fast, and I had not even realized I had said yes before the magic was flaring up.

"What happened?" Mr. Reese was walking up to me before I finished processing it myself.

I forced a smile, willing my hands to stop shaking. "Nothing, sir. The lighter just flared up for a minute, startling both myself and the gentleman."

Mr. Reese turned to look back at the lighter. "Odd. It was working properly not a moment ago. But we've had weird issues with them lately. Let me know if it happens again."

I nodded, but in the back of my mind, I worried. If I could use magic just based on casual thoughts, it could get away from me. I could hurt someone. By the time my shift ended, I had noted three other strange things. Though how much were my fault or others here in the club?

A gust of air had swirled through the room, sniffing out several lights that were behind glass. I looked around, but everyone seemed either surprised or annoyed at the sudden lack of light. I quietly went and relit all of them without being asked, then faded back into cleaning and trying to be helpful.

At the end of the shift, Mr. Reese pulled me aside and looked at me for a long time. So long I wondered if I had made an irredeemable mistake, but outside of the issue with the lighter, I could not think of one, and in theory that wasn't my fault. At least to outside eyes.

"I am impressed. Many of the former East India people we get here think they are too important to serve, or worse get annoyed at serving. But you did very well, even handling the odd issue with the lighter and then the lamps going out without needing to be instructed. I will keep you on mornings for a while, but I expect to see you working in the evenings in the next few months." He gave me a curt nod. "Leave your uniform here. Orders have been put in for two that will fit you better, but until then, you will wear the spares. Any questions?"

I thought about it briefly, recognizing this as a genuine opportunity, but all of my questions involved magic and that wasn't something he could answer. Getting moved to nights might be better.

"No, sir. Thank you for the opportunity."

He just nodded and turned away. I shucked out of my uniform and headed out the back door. It was raining out, typical London weather. At least in India, the rain had the courtesy to be warm. I snarled at it mentally. The long day had made me tired, and I had zero desire to be wet on top of it all. I just wanted the blasted rain to go away.

To my surprise, horror, and a bit of a thrill, the water flew away from me, slamming into a flower cart that was sitting outside, down the street from the club. It knocked over several bunches of flowers, and the woman running it cried out in surprise. I stood there shocked, with the rain coming back down again, soaking me even more.

The bare truth lay in front of me. I needed training. If I could do this by a stray thought, not to mention the issue with Fire, I needed to know how to control it and soon.

Duncan would be over the moon. I sighed and continued on my trudge home. It seemed like everything in my life had gone topsy-turvy since the earl showed up.
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Friday, May 5th

Duncan had obtained new clothes for me. I still felt odd in them, and he and Richard had made a dozen adjustments before they said I would pass muster, but even just the hackney driver treated me a bit differently wearing them. It would be a while until I got used to them, but I could not deny the difference they made. I had already known that, but this reinforced the concept.

He drug me to see his friend. The second the man started talking to us, I could see what they had in common. Both were people who cared more about information and discovering things than actually doing things. I listened to them babble. After a few minutes of Duncan trying to talk in circles, I took control.

I held out my hand and called flame to it. It had taken a while to figure that out. Best I could figure, it was burning the dust in the air, and I couldn't keep it up very long. But it was impactful. The lord stared at me with an open mouth. Duncan was exasperated, which amused me.

"I thought you didn't want people to know?"

"You said you trusted him," I countered, watching the flame flicker. Another few seconds, then it would fade.

My attention on my flame and how I could control it, I let Duncan continue with the show. I still itched at the idea of someone knowing, but part of me doubted I would be able to keep it a secret forever. The big worry for me was the earl and the club. One might kick me out, the other fire me. If both happened, life might get much more difficult, much quicker than I wanted. And a life of crime held no appeal.

Though, as I let the flame flicker out, it might be easier than it would have been. Either way, I would cross that bridge when I came to it.

I pulled my attention back to them as the young lord handed a piece of paper to Duncan. My mind caught on the pronoun: her. A woman would be able to get us training? That raised new questions for me and complicated things. Social class and gender might cause issues. Yet another thing to deal with if and when it arose.

Duncan got the man's promise to not tell anyone, though I figured that would not last more than a month, but time would tell. They fell back into discussing something about bones in the earth, and I let them babble as I thought about what the options were. Honestly, most of them sucked, and I needed to remember to check the papers daily. It was the best way to figure out what the attitude was, but that there had been no call to start burning 'witches', even though I knew more people than just us had magic, gave me a spark of hope. The question would be if that would change.

Wildfires only took a spark, and if they took off, what they left behind was nothing but ash. I had no desire to be caught in one, especially here in England. It was much harder to run and hide.

"Come on, Silas. Let's go see if this woman will talk to us." Duncan's voice pulled me out of my musing, and I left with him, still unsure if this was a good idea. The address was in a nicer part of town, but not as upscale as where the earl and the man we had just visited lived. I took that as a good sign.

We walked up the steps, and a footman let us in.

"We are here to see Ms. Antoinette Carlton?" Duncan said.

The man started to respond when two people walked into the room. One was a woman in a simple but well-made dress, pretty but not gorgeous, with blond hair and blue eyes. She reminded me of the picture in the hall of the Luck house, their mother.

But it was the man that was with her that caught my attention. He was from India. The sudden wave of missing that land caught me hard, and I found myself giving him a slight bow.

"Nômoshkar," I said in Bengali. A simple hello that slipped out before I could think about it.

"Ah, you have spent some time in my country, I see. Anne, the other one is one of yours, per Uluka. I will speak to this one, though he will need another." His English was perfect with the soft lilt that proved it was not his mother tongue.

"Very well, Rohan." She turned to look at Duncan, her gaze coldly assessing him. "Yes? How may I help you?"

"Come," the man, Rohan, said, heading into another room.

I glanced at Duncan, but he was already babbling away, and I let him be. There were footmen around so I did not waste my time worrying about him. I followed Rohan into a library that was bright and airy. A pleasant change from the darkness everyone else seemed to have.

"Sit, please. I am Muni Rohan Achary. And you would be?" He settled into a chair across from me rather than behind the mahogany desk.

The word muni was one I recognized; it meant teacher or respected one. Either way, this was someone of power who was respected. I settled into the chair, feeling off balance, which I detested, but as of right now I had no idea what to do or even what the rules were. And how could you know what rules to break if you didn't know what they were?

"Silas Emmason," I said. For now, I would keep my mother's name. It wasn't like I'd been accepted formally.

"I see you spent time in India. Army?" He asked pleasantly, and I tensed. What England had done there was subjugation no matter how the papers tried to present it.

"Yes. East India Trade."

"Ah." He looked up as a woman came in with a tray. My nose caught the scents of cinnamon, coriander, and anise, and I almost whimpered. I had not even tried to find good chai here in England. Suddenly I craved a curry and chai; I pushed it away. But did I smell ginger and spices?

"Thank you, Mrs. Lauton." The woman, a cook or housekeeper, I assumed, set the tray down with a grin and headed back out.

"Would you like some chai and some samosas? These, I believe, are lamb and spring vegetables," he asked as he reached to pick up the teapot.

"Yes," I said, focused on what else was on the tray. It amazed me how different the spices were in various countries, and smelling these made me realize how much my mouth had missed them. For all that the Luck household ate well, there was something different about Indian cuisine. Samosas were fried packets of meat and vegetables. In theory, they were like pasties, in practice they were nothing like them.

We spent a companionable minute doctoring our chai and eating the samosa. It almost felt like I was back there, but I'd never been anywhere as nice. Most of the time it was open air barracks or in the field, but still for a bit this soothed something in me.

"You are here because you have magic. Fire, Water, and Entropy I believe." He spoke into the silence, still holding his cup, watching me.

I kept my flinch to being only mental, but my mind raced trying to figure out how he knew. But denying it would be stupid, especially as I knew, given the incident at the club, I needed to learn what I could do and how to control it. "Fire and Water, yes. But I am unsure what entropy is." I had a vague understanding of the word, but that was about it.

Rohan shrugged. "It is but another branch of your magic. Fire is by far the strongest. You are a strong mage." He seemed about to say something, but changed it. "I know someone that can teach you."

"Not you?"

He shook his head. "While I have a small ability with Fire, you need someone strong in those. It will be up to Carlyle to decide if he will." Rohan shrugged. "While he does not have Water, what he shows you for Fire can easily be adapted to Water. His understanding of Entropy should be enough. It is one of the more esoteric magics, but used properly can be powerful."

This made little sense to me, but I got the general idea. I would have to talk to this Carlyle person. I wondered what it would cost. There was little else to say, so I enjoyed my last few sips of the chai.

Rohan smiled. "Would you like to take some with you?"

My head jerked up to look at him. "Take?"

"Chai. I brought much of it with me, and there is more coming."

My heart answered before my brain could point out all the issues with this. "Yes, please."

He nodded. "I believe Carlyle will be here in a few minutes. He was stopping by today. You may talk to him now."

The coincidence of all this made me suspicious, but Rohan seemed absolutely calm. We sat in silence, me with another samosa in my hand. The flavours went a long way to improving my mood. Maybe I could talk the cook into making a dish or two, maybe. I could ask on a night the earl was gone.

A minute later, the last of my second cup of chai lingering in my mouth, a man strode into the study.

"Good afternoon Carlyle. Was it a blessing or Anne?"

"Anne, of course. It is amazing how something can look like magic when the use of a runner and a note is just as effective." His voice was pure Scottish, thick and with a bit of music to it. He moved in front of us, and I inspected him. A decade older than me, he already had hair going to grey at his temples and receding from his head, giving him a prominent forehead. He had the flushed cheeks of a whiskey drinker and the body of someone used to physical labour. Even standing next to us, I got the sense of a body always in motion.

"Distraction is a magic in and of itself. Carlyle Barclay, this is Silas Emmason. He is one of yours," Rohan said mildly. "Fire primary, Water, and Entropy as second."

"Huh." Carlyle peered at me up and down. "Well, come on, boy. We need to talk and I hate standing still."

It was a command and part of me resented it, but then being called boy and given orders was nothing new in my life. I set down the cup and rose. Turning to Rohan, I said, "Bidāya", saying goodbye in Bengali seemed polite.

A shadow of a smile flickered across his face as he responded. "Yatakṣaṇa nā āmarā ābāra dēkhā kari."

Until we meet again. I took his words as a good sign.


Eleven
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Friday, May 5th

Carlyle looked at me and nodded. "Come along." He headed out the back of the house, obviously familiar with it. We emerged in a garden full of herbs, plants, and a tree or two. He headed out the back and down an alley. "So I have only a little time left in my day. Magic users seem to come out of the woodwork lately. The question becomes what are you willing to pay and how hard are you willing to work."

I kept up with his pace easily, actively enjoying the physical motion. "Hard work is nothing new. The pay and time might be an issue."

"Explain," he said. It wasn't snapped, just a statement that more information was required.

"Regardless of my clothes, I am not rich. It turns out I'm the bastard son of an earl. The relationship is still contentious. I also have a job six mornings a week working at the East India Club."

He gave me a side glance, and I realized his eyes were grey, almost colourless. And having them locked on you made you feel like they could see everything no matter what you tried to hide.

"I see. I'll think on it. Tell me what you've figured out so far." We kept walking, and I gave in. Trust was hard, but either I trusted or I would get nowhere. So as we walked, I told him what I knew.

"You've done better than most. I feel you would be not be a waste of my time and energy to train, however I already have five other students." He sighed, looking exhausted. "So what would make it worth it to me?"

I had little to offer, and the earl's request that I eavesdrop already had my teeth itching. I let him think as we neared a house. Running through my list of skills, they weren't that broad. Taking care of weapons, digging ditches, responding to shouted orders, none of them seemed worthy to barter with.

"I really don't know what I have to offer you," I admitted as we passed through the gate to a house. It was a large three-story house with a front porch, a garden, and a privy in the back. I saw all this as he walked me around the front to the back.

"The front door is still stuck, and there is a broken stair on the front porch. I just don't have the time to find someone to fix it," Carlyle said as he led me into the kitchen area. "The others I'm teaching are a mixed bag. I've got a pub owner, governess, barrister, police officer, and former navy. Plus, I still have friends from the engineer's core that stop by." He sighed. "And I need to get other things in order. Retired doesn't mean rich, and I've got people here all hours of the day."

The kitchen he led me into was stocked, but it struck me as a bachelor's set up. "No cook?" I asked as we walked through.

"Nah, no reason. I get most of my meals at the pub and can make my own breakfast. More money I don't need to spend. A maid is here during the week to clean, restock things, and do my laundry, but I need little at this point in my life." He led me into a library, this one almost as dark as the earl's, but with many more books that all looked well read. He sank into a chair, not looking tired, just exasperated. "So, what do you have to offer?"

Before I could answer, an enormous shadow moved around the floor, and I froze, my eyes trying to figure out what I was seeing. When it stepped more into the light from the windows, I realized it was a dog, but not one I'd seen before. It came up to my knee, and I wasn't a small man. It had dark brown fur, a gigantic head, and a short snout. But what caught me were what looked like wings on his back.

"Um," I said, staring at the creature as it laid its head on Carlyle's knee and whined.

"Ah. There you are. I was wondering. Normally, you're in the kitchen waiting for me." Carlyle reached out and scratched behind the thing's ears. A soft moan of pleasure escaped it, but I noticed its eyes were locked on me. Then it yawned, showing all the teeth in its mouth. Too many teeth. I'd seen dogs, cats, even tigers. And they did not have that many teeth.

I was just scared. In India, dogs were trained to do many things. One of the higher Indian nobles even had a trained tiger. I had no illusions as to what all those teeth could do to me.

"Silas, let me introduce you to Rogaire, my familiar," Carlyle said with a softness to his voice that hadn't existed until now.

The animal, because it wasn't a dog, looked at me with intelligent, assessing eyes that scared me even more. Animals weren't that intelligent. Were they?

Stealing myself, I spoke without my voice cracking, which was ridiculous. I'd been through battles and a not-dog was scaring me? "Rogaire."

Another long look, then it pulled away and collapsed bonelessly at Carlyle's feet, looking for all the world like a shadow in the dimly lit room.

The man had the nerve to chuckle. "Sit. He won't attack unless you do something stupid."

I settled into the other chair with a wary look at the creature. "We get familiars?" My opinion on that was fuzzy. Having an animal would cause me more stress and make my plans even more difficult.

"No. Only a few, and don't ask me the rhyme or reason. I know of three others that do. Rohan is one of them. Those of us that have them end up teaching as they give us a lot of information."

"They talk?" I knew I sounded dubious, but talking animals?

Carlyle smiled. "They do. Rogaire is smarter than I am and understands magic on an instinctual level. He says you are Chaos, which I knew, but your greatest strength is Fire, while you also have Water and Entropy."

I nodded. Rohan had said much the same. My eyes fell on Rogaire again. Well, if he didn't attack me, I wouldn't need to see if he could burn.

"So noted. Regarding compensation for your time. I think I have something. I grew up in London, Mom was mostly kept, but she worked occasionally as a seamstress, and until I went to Charterhouse, she wanted me out from underfoot, so the other lodgers in the building would take me to work with them as a free apprentice. You add in the wide variety of everything I did in India, and I know I can fix most things." Given the number of barracks, carts, and field kitchens I'd set up and repaired, the issues I could see on his house would be easy enough to fix, just take time.

Carlyle looked at me. "Really?" Even Rogaire lifted his head as if inspecting me.

"I'd need some funds for supplies, but yes. I can fix most of the issues I see with the house." With effort, I kept my voice even. It would make my life busy, but I could do this. Duncan might be annoyed at how much I was away from the house, but my only worry was the earl, and I'd handle that when I needed to.

"I can do that. What are your terms?" The man settled back in the chair, ready to haggle.

"I work Monday through Saturday at the club, but I'm off by three most days. What if you teach me Monday through Friday in the early evening, say four to seven or so, then I'll come out on Sundays and work on repairing what is broken? Do you have tools?" That was an important question, as I had none.

"Yes, basic ones, but that is all I need fixed." He leaned back, watching me with his pale grey eyes. They told me nothing about his thoughts, so I waited. "That will work. Monday?"

I shook my head. "I will come tomorrow. Make up a list of what needs to be fixed and what will need to be purchased. Tools and supplies. That way you can get it, and I'll be able to get to fixing it."

A slow smile spread across his face. "You'll do. The hours will mean you'll only cross paths with Richard Farns, an investigator for the police. I work with him occasionally. Well, him and Miss Jerritts. She can only come on Sundays."

I nodded. Having the afternoons off was a luxury, but not one I would argue with. As it was, the pay and the hours were nice, though I still needed to deal with the earl, but that was a waiting game at the moment. "I'll see you tomorrow, then."

He nodded at me. "Show yourself out. I'm going to figure out how to tell you what I've learned."

I gave him a puzzled look, and he laughed. "Every person seems to be different. Miss Jerritts sees everything as words. She makes her offerings based on words, which can be difficult, as she is strong in Entropy. Which makes little sense. Merrings sees it all as attacks where his hair is the ammunition. But the four elements are by far the easiest. I have no idea how Rohan teaches his realm of Spirit. I'll need to study you to figure out the best way to present it so it makes sense to you."

"Oh. Well, for me it is an image. I conceptualize exactly what I want and push it toward that. Sometimes the push is hard, like pushing artillery into place. Sometimes the push is like picking up a plate. Very little effort." That much I had figured out from all my practice. But that there was more than just Water or Fire excited me. While I understood the concept of Entropy, I had no idea how to use it.

"Ah. That makes it more straightforward than most. Monday we'll start."

I made my goodbyes, making sure I steered well clear of Rogaire. Now I knew I'd be looking for too intelligent animals everywhere. That was just one more complication in my life. I sighed, oriented myself in the town of London—the addition of the huge clock tower in the centre made it much easier than it had been—and started to walk. The time to think would be nice.


Twelve
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Monday, May 8th

It took me two hours to walk to the Luck Mansion. I could have hired a hack, but the walk gave me time to think and process. There were more people out there as mages than I had realized, and these were only the ones that had found the same teachers we had. What about everyone else? That idea haunted me. What could people achieve if they used magic?

Dinner that night was odd, icy, and I was glad there was so little conversation, though I felt bad for Emmeline. I felt like I knew Duncan at least a little by this point. Though the man would have lost his shirt playing cards. Every thought and emotion he wore on his face. But I felt I barely knew Emmeline and was at a loss as to how to improve that. Even if I was her brother, it wasn't proper for me to be in her bedroom, and I rarely saw her at any other time besides the evening. I was either at work, or now I would be learning magic.

The first Sunday took me about four hours to get the list of what the repairs would require, as well as the tools I'd need. It was about ten pounds' worth of equipment and tools, but Carlyle didn't seem to care, handing the money to me. I spent the next three hours running to purchase the supplies and storing it at his place. The number one thing to fix was the cesspool. His house was not connected to the new sewer system, so he still had a cesspool. He'd let it get over filled. I had the night soil men come out and drain it, then repaired the privy house. While he still used a chamber pot, I didn't want splinters in my ass.

I didn't see anyone while I worked, though I sensed someone watching me at least twice. Every time I looked up, there was no one. If I had to guess, it was Rogaire. I still was unsure about that creature. Carlyle told me it was an animal called an Aralez. But it wasn't Earth born, which frankly made it even stranger.

That ate up that Sunday, and then it was Monday again. The club was busy for a Monday, but I kept my head down and my magic out of my mind. The last thing I needed was another incident. But I did listen. Most of the talk was about the trouble America was facing with their civil war, the ongoing issues with the French, dissolution of East India Army, and the occasional whisper about Victoria and Albert and magic.

The papers hinted that a royal might have magic, but no one had seen them in public for months. A few appearances had even been cancelled, and no one was sure what was going on. It was as if talking about it might attract their attention. But if anyone else in the club was a mage, I couldn't tell.

It was about two in the afternoon, and I was more than ready to head out though I had another hour to work, when Mr. Lloyd walked up to me.

"Mr. Emmason, come with me. I want to show you how to escort members to the vault." It was an order, and I finished restocking the glasses at the bar.

"Yes, sir." I moved out from behind and followed him. In the hall, a man stood, an amused look on his face.

"Is this your new one, Mr. Lloyd?" He was in his forties, burst vessels on his cheeks from too much drink, but I had not noticed him here before.

"Yes, sir. Mr. Emmason, this is Lord Cawlton. Today we are going to escort him to the vault. Lord Cawlton, do you have your key?" Mr. Lloyd had nodded toward me during the introduction the rest of the time he faced the Lord.

"Of course," he said. He pulled a small key out of his inner jacket pocket.

"Excellent." Mr. Lloyd pulled out a key from his pocket and showed it to me. "This is the key to the vault room. The only people that have copies are myself, Mr. Reese, and Mr. Springfield. If anyone needs into the vault, they must show you their key, then you come get one of us. We either come with you to unlock the vault or, rarely, provide you with the key to open it." He glanced at me one more time, then headed down the hall. There was a room there, just about dead centre of the building. It was a big lock, not one of the little ones you could bop open by jiggling hard. I could hear the clicks as he turned the key with effort. Once he had it unlocked, he pulled open the heavy door. Inside was a small room with a tall table in the middle. The walls of the room were covered by bank drawers, all of them labelled with a number and a small keyhole.

"Sir, you may enter." Sir Cawlton walked in and turned to one of the walls. "You wait until the key owner has pulled out their box." Cawlton mimicked the words and retrieved a box and set it on the table. "At this point, the door is closed." Mr. Lloyd stepped back and closed the door, locking it again. "And you stand here until the key holder knocks for you to reopen the door."

I processed all this. It looked like a bank vault. I nodded and waited. A minute later, there was a knock at the door, and Mr. Lloyd turned and unlocked the door. Sir Cawlton stepped out, nodded at us both, and headed back down the hall.

Mr. Lloyd spoke to me as he inspected the room prior to shutting and locking the door. "Only one key holder is allowed in at a time. If the key holder insists, they may have one other person enter with them. However, make sure you always check the room. More than once, they leave the box there. You are to pick it up and slide it back in. A spring locks it instantly and you don't need the key to return it to its slot. Any questions?" He looked at me expectantly.

"Is it always available for members to access?"

"While the club is open, yes."

I knew the club closed from three in the morning until eight am, so that made sense.

"Very well. I'll remember." I wasn't sure what to do with that information. The interior had lamps lit in each corner, which prompted another question. "When is it cleaned, and the lamps filled?"

Mr. Lloyd nodded in satisfaction. "At the end of each day, after all the customers have gone home. One of the staff will clean it and fill the lamps while one of the key holders watches."

That made sense to me. "Thank you, sir. I'll know what it means if any of our members ask for the vault."

He nodded at me once, then strode away. I went back to what needed to be done, the image of the vault resting in my mind. There were various box sizes. Though the largest I saw was only two feet by one foot, the majority were much smaller. Rich people were silly, was all I could figure.

They had received the uniform for me, so I had two to swap into when I got there. The club cleaned them for you and put them in your cubby when you got to work. It was all men that worked in the club. As far as I knew, the only woman was a laundress that came and got the uniforms each night at close and brought them back when it opened. That being said, I just stripped in the room like everyone else did and put back on my other clothes before I left.

Today would be my first day of training in magic, and I was curious about what Carlyle could show me.

It was too far to walk and be there in time, so with reluctance I hailed a hack. They could get me there in about ten minutes, but I hated to spend the money when I was capable of doing it, but not fast enough. I pushed it down and tried not to worry about it. But my mind was spinning. With training, maybe I’d get some control over these weird powers. I had not decided if they were good or bad yet. Hopefully, learning to use them better would change my mind.

I paid the driver when I arrived and walked around to the back. The front steps were next on my list. Letting a house get this decrepit was never good. From what I'd seen, the only thing that might require a specialist was cleaning out the chimneys. I was much too large to clean them; Carlyle would need to hire someone.

With a nervous tug at my coat, I knocked on the back door. It took a minute, but it was opened by Rogaire. I froze, trying to process how a doglike creature had opened the door. He looked at me for a long moment, then turned and walked back into the house. Shaking myself out of my stupor, I followed, shutting the door behind me.

He led me back to the study where the door was open, and Carlyle sat there, his eyes closed.

"Come in, Silas. Rogaire told me you were here. I'm just organizing things, though already the day maid was happy about the improved smell and privy, so you are earning your keep." He opened his eyes, and the grey colour peered through me as if he could see more than what I was. "Let's go to my workshop. I would rather not have my books damaged by a random flame." He stood easily for someone with as much grey hair as he had and took me to the opposite side of the house. There, in what would have been the primary gathering area, was a long shelf built inexpertly into the wall with a myriad of objects on it, a fireplace with wood, and various vessels standing next to a bucket of water.

Rogaire was already there. Where the room curved out, letting windows look out on the front porch, he was curled up on the bench that followed that curve, head on his paws and for all the world appearing to be asleep.

It all seemed very organized and relatively well used. "How long have you been a mage?" The question slipped out, and I closed my eyes in annoyance. Asking for information like that was about as rude as salary questions.

To my relief, Carlyle shrugged. "Longer than most. About fifteen years now. Talking with Rohan and Anne, they figure I've had magic the longest of any that I've met. And let me tell you the fact that I had magic saved my life," he said with a chuckle. I let my tension fade as he waved around the room. "Here you go, first lesson. As far as we can figure, there are three types of magic. Chaos, Order, and Chakra or Spirit, depending on who you are talking to. Those from more mystical backgrounds, like Rohan, call it Chakra. I think it sounds too strange, but that isn't where much of my abilities lie."

I followed his words but my head was spinning. I had figured we had different types magic, but for some reason, I had just assumed there were like four or five types, like the elements or something. That was it. But there were more?

Carlyle continued. "I am a very strong mage, like Rohan. And have access to different types. I am primarily a Chaos mage, but can use some magic in Order and Spirit as well. Per Rohan and Rogaire, you are a Chaos magic user. From what you've told me, you know that you can access Fire and Water. Which are two of the easier ones to understand, but you also have access to Entropy which is not easy."

My head spun, but I simply nodded as I listened to him. "Much of what I can teach you, you know, but I can show you what we—me and other mages of my acquaintance—have learned over the years." He flashed me a wry smile. "And hopefully you can avoid some of the errors we made. For today, I want to see you do what you said you could. Tomorrow, we'll work on the variations of Fire."

With that, we got down to it, and I showed him what I knew.


Thirteen
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May 9th - May 24th

The next two weeks all but vaporized as Carlyle expanded my mind and the club showed me the vapid stupidity of English lords. In my time in India, I was pretty sure I'd see the worst that humans could do, and I thought I’d left most of my optimism in the blood and mud of the Ganges. The sheer level of stupidity and blind narcissism caught me by surprise. To the point that most days going and spending the evening with Carlyle was a relief.

He taught me things about Fire that had never occurred to me. The most revolutionary one was that if I could make something hot by adding heat, I could make it cold by removing it. That first sip of icy cold water was the weirdest and most wonderful thing I'd ever had. The knowledge that I could pull the heat out of stuff was just amazing.

He showed me how to throw fire from my hands like a weapon. I felt at times my world had tilted, but I wasn't complaining. The other thing I could do was cook. It was the main reason Carlyle didn't bother with a cook. He had meals delivered and could just heat them up right there without needing to cook them. It would have made field exercises much more comfortable if I had known that then.

It took me a full week to get everything he knew about Fire out of him. But as we finished, he warned me.

"This is what I know. For all I know, there might be other things you can do. The only way to know is if it occurs to you, try it. Be smart about it. We've seen how flammable things can be." He glanced toward the old blanket Rogaire had laid on. A stray fire stream had set it on fire, much to the familiar's great annoyance. I'd even brought a meat pasty for him as an apology the next day. "But I have no idea what else it can do. Rogaire says that is enough, but he is cagey with knowledge sometimes, as if he understands all too well how deadly humans can be."

Memories of the death and destruction I'd seen cannons and rifles do flashed through my mind. The thought of adding charred and screaming people to that chaos made me sick to my stomach.

"Understood," I said with a quiet voice.

"I thought you might. Teaching those with a bit more life experience is easier than those who still think life is fair." Carlyle gave me a grin at that, and I laughed.

"Life is never fair, and if you think it is, you will live your life disappointed," I said with a matching grin.

"Very true."

We moved on from that conversation with a discussion of what I would repair this coming Sunday. Part of me regretted losing the only day off I had, but I also knew from the rate we were going through information, it would be less than two months of my life. I would be fine.

That Sunday I worked on the front porch, repairing the wood, replacing rotted posts, then sanded it all. It took me most of the day, but by the time I was done, it was ready to paint. That he would have to get someone else to do, but he had assured me it would be done by the next weekend.

Monday and Tuesday we learned the basics for Water, and I realized how deadly it was, even if all he showed me was the obvious. It wasn't as showy as Fire, but it was in some ways much more useful. Though, as with Fire, he opened my eyes to uses that never occurred to me. Already I had used the absorb heat while at the club to make sure the drinks I served were cold. It was amazing how many of the customers already requested me, but none of the other employees seemed to have any idea of what I was doing. I kept it subtle, but for me, the humidity and heat that was encroaching with the approach of summer was much less onerous than I expected. It was wonderful to pull the heat from between my shirt and skin and dump it into water or ground or the air nearby. As far as I was concerned, I would never be overheated again.

Controlling water was the one I had mastered with my own experimentation, and by Wednesday Carlyle freely admitted there was little more he had to teach me with that aspect. The control would be a mix between my strength and how much I was willing to offer. Fire was the cheapest of my abilities, and it leapt to answer my call. Water wasn't resistant exactly, but it wasn't as excited to respond, and it cost me more to coax it into behaving—at least compared to Fire.

Already my hair was shorter, and I raised that as a question.

"What happens when you run out of offering?"

Carlyle tilted his head at me. He wore his hair in a neat tail at the base of his neck, but the club had required I keep it short, and I hadn't had time to grow it out.

"Run out? That would be difficult," he said, still looking at me.

Now it was my turn to be confused, and I stared at him. "I only have so much hair and if I keep using magic at this rate, it will be used up rapidly."

He blinked at me, then sighed. "Ah. Sorry. We skipped that. There needs to be a formal way to teach this. You were so advanced in understanding how to use the basics, and the price and the voice that asks if you are willing to pay, I didn't go over what it is and the rules we've been able to figure out." He looked around the workshop and shook his head. "This is a discussion. At least this time it is male to male, military to military. Come on. Doing it with Miss Jerritts was embarrassing."

He headed out of the work area and back to his study. It was the first time he'd directly admitted that he had been former military. I'd guessed but had not pried. The man moved like someone who had experience killing and avoiding getting killed. It was part of why I got along with him so much.

Once at his study, he grabbed a bottle from his shelf and two glasses. He poured a generous splash into both of them, then handed one to me before sitting in the chair opposite of the one I had selected. It was telling he didn't go behind his desk. Rogaire came up and settled down beneath him.

As always, I gave the creature a wary glance. I was positive he would be more than happy to use me as lunch if I did anything unwise. Keeping my skin intact was high on my priority list.

Carlyle took a sip of whiskey before looking at me. "Understand this is what I and others have gained from the information our familiars tell us. But they aren't always in sync with how we use words. Their answer for what can be offered is 'Your own being, still a part of you.' Now we've interpreted that to mean body parts like hair. There seems to be an exception if you have a familiar. Then they say 'Your own being, no matter if it still is part of you.' Which isn't horribly helpful. But what we figure is that if you don't have a familiar, you can only use part of you, like your hair. But it isn't limited to that."

He fell silent, and I stared at him, trying to work my way through the cryptic words. "Well, the hair is obvious, but part of you? So like your nails? I mean, if you offer a body part, it is just gone, right? Or is there a healing component I'm unaware of?"

Carlyle shook his head. "In theory, you could offer a body part, though I am unaware of anyone that has done that. But yes, nails are an easy one, and to my relief, it usually takes it off neatly, not in chunks. There are other options that I am aware of." At this point, he shrugged. "Your top layer of skin is easy. Though be careful or you'll look like you baked in the sun for a week."

The first few months in India I was burning on a daily basis, so I was intimately familiar with the peeling skin, clammy feeling, and looking like a robin's breast.

"Ah, that would make sense." I nodded, realizing I'd have to practice and see how much it would take.

"The other big one is … controversial." Carlyle didn't look uncomfortable exactly, but more trying to figure out how to state something. I just waited, letting him take his time. "The after-effects of the Spanish Inquisition are still out there and that is why most of us are keeping it as quiet as we can. Because if it started up again, the burning of witches and what not, we would fight back, and I suspect it would be a bloodbath."

That had not occurred to me, but I nodded slowly. Technically, England had been tied to the Church of England, but in the last hundred years more and more people had drifted away to the point that most people went to a church for three major events: baptism, marriage, and death. But the after-effects of Torquemada and his rampage across the continent still existed.

"I can see that, but …" this time I trailed off, trying to figure out what I wanted to say. Finally, I just went with blunt honesty. "But are Albert and Victoria magicians?" The papers had hinted someone in the royal family had magic, but they printed false things all the time and hid retractions where no one would see it.

"I can't answer that," he said, not looking at me. "There are a lot of behind-the-scenes things going on that might change the way the world works. But that doesn't change the fear of witchcraft that most people still retain. Even now, whispers of young women or men killed for devil worship still happen in the countryside."

I blanched. Being in India for the last decade had distanced me from much of it, and India deeply believed in mysticism and magic, so my attitude was a bit more relaxed than what a normal English man would be.

"I can see that, but what does that have to do with the price we need to pay?" It made me wary about displaying my magic, but we seemed to have drifted away from my question.

"Ah, it is wrapped up together. One of the most powerful payments is blood. And you know how most people feel about blood offerings for anything." His smile held no humour, and I pulled back, suddenly needing the whiskey in my glass.

Blood. It made sense, but cutting yourself and doing magic would make most people jump to extreme reactions. But if it was an obvious injury, falling and cutting yourself? It was something to remember.

"I can see that. But it gives you options," I said slowly.

"There are always options. They just might not be the ones you want." He took a sip of his own drink. "In that vein, I need to cancel for Thursday. I have someone else I need to meet. We can pick back up on Friday. In the meantime, I want you to practice Calling and Expelling water. One pulls it to us out of nothing, the other makes it go away. I'm sure there are some fancy scientific terms about it, but I've always found the basics are easier to understand."

We left the conversation there, and I headed back to the Luck residence wondering what else I could do with Water.
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Wednesday May 24th

Afootman roused me from my room. I assumed it was for dinner, but the flat look on his face told me it involved the earl. If the food wasn't so good, I might have said goodbye to all this stress, but for now it was still worth what I had to put up with. Maybe at some point I would figure out his long-term game.

Walking down the stairs, Duncan stood there, his face lighting up as he saw me. The man had no ability to hide his emotions. It was oddly reassuring.

"Tomorrow afternoon. Are you free?"

It was blurted out with nothing else to couch it, but with Carlyle busy, I would be free. The question was: did I want to spend this with my half-brother? I did.

"Actually yes. My … my plans changed." I was still keeping my training to myself and especially after the last conversation, talking about it seemed unwise.

"Good. There is a party tomorrow. I'd like you to come with me."

That was new. But it might be good practice. I'd been working on my diction, manners, even how I held myself. The club was excellent for people to mimic, though subtly. I knew my way of speaking was improving, but I still had a way to go. Looking at the earl's study, I shrugged, not wanting to speak where the earl could hear. I walked in and took a seat. He was my father. I would not treat him like a commanding officer.

From the glare I figured he was not pleased, but I fought not to laugh as Duncan followed my example and I could all but see the earl's blood pressure rise.

"I see you're managing to grow a spine, but you still have done nothing with your life. How are you going to manage the estate if you don't step up?" The earl's voice held contempt, and I wanted to sigh. Duncan was a nice kid. But that was the issue. He was a kid, for all that he was in his mid-twenties. From what I'd seen, the earl had done nothing to help educate him about running estates.

"I would be more than willing to learn, but every time I have asked, you have brushed me off."

The effort it took not to laugh when Duncan said that was extreme. I focused on the tip of my shoe in an effort to control my amusement.

"Oh? I recall when I asked, you had a myriad of excuses." He raised the pitch in voice, mocking Duncan. "You know how the country makes me sneeze. Farming is boring and best left to farmers. Why would I care about the quality of cotton? What matter is it if the mill had a loom break, just fix it."

I could see Duncan saying that, but somehow, I didn't feel like it was recent. From the shade his face turned, he was at least embarrassed, but with the earl that wasn't always a good thing.

The earl chastised him a bit more, though Duncan tried to redeem himself, but after another withering statement the earl dismissed him like shooing away a fly. What did the man think this would accomplish? As soon as the door shut behind Duncan, he directed his attention to me. His expression was odd, and it made me uncomfortable. Now that I could compare the way he treated his children, this softness about him was unlike his normal expression. Guilt? That I doubted. I was certain the earl cared about no one but himself, and hurt feelings were an anathema to him.

"I haven't seen you here much outside dinners," he finally said after the silence had stretched too long.

"Work and then some specialized training," I said with a shrug. One of the things Carlyle had mentioned was many people had the ability to sense lies, so it was best to avoid lying. The idea that the earl had magic seemed ludicrous, but it was good practice.

"For what?" Jontan looked suddenly interested, and that worried me.

"Elemental stuff, mostly. While Charterhouse gave me the basics, it didn't provide information most nobles learned." I kept my amusement buried deep inside.

"Ah," he turned, no longer interested. "Does that mean you are planning on taking the title?"

"It never really occurred to me it is an option. Duncan is your legal heir." I shrugged. "Right now, I'm trying to figure out how to be both a bastard and nobility at the same time."

He bristled at that, and I wanted to know why. I was a bastard, and he knew it. Ultimately, he was why I was a bastard.

"Legal heirs can be changed," he said, tapping the book in front of him. It struck me as an unconscious action. This time it was a green ledger book instead of red. How many ledgers did one man need?

"I would know less about estates, factories, and farming than Duncan does."

"Yes, but you wouldn't be affronted by being asked to learn," he countered.

How could he know so little about his son? Duncan lived to learn. The blindness of the man made me want to scream. It was like he was predisposed to find flaws with his children before they ever existed.

"So teach us both at the same time," I offered. It would be interesting to see the farms and how a factory was managed. Learning anything was never a waste of time.

"Maybe." He seemed to stare at me, as if trying to memorize my features. It was disconcerting.

"If there is nothing else, I think dinner is about to be served?" I knew the servants would wait for us, but it seemed as good an excuse as anything to get him to move the conversation along. I'd never been a huge fan of just talking, but sitting here staring at each other was not much better.

He stared at me, then jerked his head in a sharp motion. "Wait, there was something I wanted to give you." Jontan turned around and pulled something from the shelves behind him. These were full of books, mostly law, but there was the occasional knick-knack in the spaces among the volumes. Vases, small statutes, items to imply status and taste. But what he grabbed was a box and handed it to me.

I looked at it, then up at him, not moving.

"Take it. It was your grandfather's and not something Duncan would appreciate or understand. I think you will." His words were oddly gruff and everything about his actions seemed off from what I had seen so far.

With a mental shrug, I reached out and opened the box, surprised at how small it was. For some reason, it seemed like it should be bigger with all the import this act had. Inside lay a pocket watch in a deep bronze. The cover of it had the Luck coat of arms, which was a shamrock inside a horseshoe facing up. The chain was repeating charms of a horseshoe, shamrock, acorn, and a key. It was both charming and yet subtle. Inside was just a normal watch face with an empty left side suitable for a small portrait or something else. Part of me was surprised there wasn't a motto there, though to be honest, I had no idea if the Luck family had a motto.

"Does the Luck family have a motto?" The words slipped out of my mouth, and I restrained a growl at myself. But rather than snapping, the man answered.

"In a sense." He cleared his throat as he said the next sentence. "The only luck is the one you create."

I glanced up at him, but kept my face blank. "Ah, I see." I closed the box, still unsure why Duncan would not have wanted it, but I now wanted to keep it. There was something about the watch that just called to me. Maybe it was the motto and the idea that luck was something you controlled. "Thank you."

Jontan shrugged. "I'll be at the club for dinner tonight. How is that job going, by the way? I only see you at dinner."

The way he asked the question told me what answer to give, though I had no idea if I would ever do what he asked. "Well, I believe. The management has not raised any issues with my performance so far." It wasn't that I hated the job, but already it was feeling too tight. I wanted to be able to do more, but I had no idea what that more was. Plus the idea of never using my magic for anything interesting just made it worse.

"Learn anything?"

And there it was: the ask. I tilted my head a bit. "There is lots I have learned, but anything you would find interesting?" I shrugged in response. While there might have been a few tidbits, that was not how I planned on living my life. If I was going to be a spy, it wouldn't be for a lord looking to use me.

"Ah. Well, mostly let me know if anyone mentions cotton prices. And I will keep your comment in mind about training both of you, though I have little faith that Duncan will ever be aware enough of reality to be able to keep anything in his head." The earl snorted. "All he thinks about is his worthless tinkering. It isn't like he can even create anything that works," he grumbled. "But go. That was all I had. I have some travel coming up this week, so I'll be gone for a few days." His hands tightened on the book as he pulled it toward him a bit.

I thought about arguing. Some of Duncan's stuff did work, and the rest was borderline brilliant, but I stayed quiet, needing to figure out exactly how this family worked.

He shook his head. "Go. I'll get my meals from the club." The dismissal had no wiggle room in it, and I rose, heading back to my room to ponder both the watch, what Duncan had planned for tomorrow, and the odd tensions in this family. But most of all, I wondered just how much control I had over my own life. And how much I would risk to grab more.

It ran through my mind all night and into the next morning.
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Thursday, May 25th

Iwas at work early that morning, the new suit that had appeared in my closet as a clue that Duncan wanted me to socialize. Though I wasn't sure to what purpose it would serve, but I knew that if I was not careful, my low birth would be obvious.

Watching people had always been a pastime of mine. It was one of the reasons I'd gotten along so well with the sepoys in India. I watched how they acted, what was regarded as manners and proper behaviour, especially around their families, then I copied that. I'd been watching the earl, but his default attitude to everyone seemed to be contempt, and that did not make you someone both companionable and ignorable. Duncan was too flighty. I realized Duncan was brilliant, but his mind jumped from topic to topic, and half the time he got excited, I had no idea what he was talking about. He also rarely went anywhere besides his workshop and Renford's.

That left the customers at the East India Club.

If the earl's intention was to lift me up to the same rank, then some of the members were the perfect people to imitate. Not that I had any belief he would. There was something else going on there. If he was really going to do that, he would have been introducing me everywhere and be horrified that I had a menial job, which he wasn't. But what exactly his plan was, I didn't know. Either way, I was going to take advantage of the opportunities.

That morning as I delivered coffee, news sheets, let the next man know the barber was ready for him, and sent the boy to shine shoes, I watched. Now only how they spoke, but held themselves, what they paid attention to and whom.

Then I practiced to myself quietly as I walked home. Most of it involved not being lazy and speaking correctly. And I could pass off some of my accent as the fact I had been in India for so long. All I could do was hope that I could keep most of my answers simple.

Duncan had hit upon the idea of introducing me as a poor relation. It was accurate without lying, so I saw no reason to argue. Besides, it gave me an excuse for the occasional slip up. Duncan was surprised to see Emmeline at the party, though I didn't understand why. But I watched her as well. She had changed from that first day, but I couldn't say what made her different.

He fumbled trying to talk to her, and I felt embarrassed that her siblings had failed her so badly. That included me. When she turned her attention to me, I stiffened, not wanting to fail her.

I took her hand and brushed a kiss across her knuckles. She had strong hands I noted, and wondered what she would have been like in a world where she wasn't less because of her gender.

"His poor relation Silas Luck, milady. I am delighted to meet you," I said in my best tone.

"Good to know. Now go before they get curious. I will see you at dinner tomorrow," Emmeline said with a dismissive wave before fading into the crush. Duncan had said we needed to talk to her at dinner the next night, and I wondered what was going through his mind. Was he planning on telling her about magic? Did we dare?

Before I could address much of anything, three girls surrounded me, all smiling up with assessing eyes. Their dresses were a mess of colours, while their hair was twisted up on their heads into styles that must have hurt.

"You are related to Duncan?" one of them asked. She had hair that reminded me of the yellow turmeric used so much in Bengali cooking.

I lowered my head in the approximation of a bow. They were too close for me to actually bow without my head being placed in their bosom. And even I knew that would not be acceptable. I wasn't a totally ignorant lout.

"That I am, miss. Silas Luck at your service." I spoke each word carefully, but they ignored that.

"Can you dance?" another one, her dress was the green of curry with hair a brown of a horse's coat.

I stuttered for a second. "I … I yes, though not well?" Without asking, I knew they weren't talking about the dances I knew. Yet another thing to figure out quickly. Asking Duncan wasn't an option, as it would rub in the fact that he couldn't dance. Which was probably why they were asking me this question. I searched for rescue, preferably in the form of Duncan, but he was nowhere to be seen and Emmeline had likewise disappeared. I was on my own.

"That is fine. You can learn. You may have one of the dances on my card at the next ball," turmeric said, her voice haughty.

I put the smile on my face that I used when an idiot captain was yelling at me. "I would be honoured, milady."

"And I will save you one as well," the one in green said. I managed a polite smile, then realized I needed to flee.

"Thank you ladies, I am honoured. However, I must be going. If you will excuse me."

It took me five minutes to get away from their chatter, and I headed toward the last place I saw Duncan. A tall man spoke a few words to him before women pulled him away, leaving Duncan stranded once more. "I believe I have exceeded my capacity for this today," I said, making sure my diction was very clear.

He glanced at me then behind me and smiled. "So I see. Very well."

The ride home was short, and I made my excuses and headed to my room. I needed a few minutes where I didn't feel like I was being watched and assessed. Already my list of short-fallings seemed longer than I could manage.

A few minutes of thinking and breathing later, I had some options. One of Carlyle's students was a governess, and I was relatively sure she knew how to dance. I would see about talking to her on Sunday. As soon as I was sure that I knew how to not make a fool of myself on the dance floor, I would need to figure out all the social and political aspects of dancing with various women.

I sighed to myself. This noble life was more complicated than I expected.
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Friday, May 26th

The next morning at work was the strangest sense of disorientation. Yesterday I was moving among these men as if I was one of them. Today I was a silent servant attending to their needs. The weird thing was, I didn't mind. It was amazing what they said when they thought no one of import was around. And a servant at a club was absolutely not of any importance.

I served, watched, and tried to copy how they moved and talked. Though I kept it subtle. Little things like how to talk to a servant without ever addressing them, getting the attention of another gentleman, but being subtle. By far the most amazing thing to me was their topics of conversation.

They talked about trade, women, horse, gambling or their past days of glory; and that was most of their conversations. A few of the men would talk about politics, but those were usually the older ones. I tried to remember what I spoke about with my fellow soldiers, and realized it wasn't much different. Humans were awfully shallow creatures.

The other thing I did was play with my magic constantly. Making the drinks cooler for the smallest possible price or getting an annoying member to leave by making him over heated. That had been interesting.

Around noon, a man walked in and settled down in a corner chair, grabbing one of the various papers there. I headed over to see if he wanted coffee or a drink of some kind. I froze when I recognized him. He didn't glance at me, focused on the paper instead.

"Red wine, snacks," he said without looking up.

"Very good, sir," I murmured and faded back toward the hall as I thought.

Colonel Balin Leftfrog had been in charge of my regiment in India. I had met him multiple times but did not know him that well personally. He had always been standoffish to me. I went down all the various issues with me being recognized and decided it didn't matter. Whether the earl would someday inform me I had to stop working was still unknown. Or if I would. The amount of money I was saving already between not paying for food or lodging gave me more options than I had believed would be possible. But I knew this stalemate with the earl would not continue, though which way it would fall I did not know.

I set the glass of red wine, and a plate with small slices of meat, cheese, and fine white bread down next to him.

"Anything else, sir?"

This time he looked at me and for a moment his brow furrowed, then cleared up. "Yes, I have a small errand I need run."

"Of course, sir." This wasn't uncommon, but I was always curious about what they needed done.

"I need some shirts picked up. They are on my account. Please go get them." He rattled off an address, his attention already back on his paper. "Under the name of Balin Leftfrog."

"Of course, sir," I said as I faded back. My first step was to let Mr. Lloyd know. While running errands was part of our service, having an employee disappear with what might be a while was not acceptable.

"Ah. Yes." There was a frown on his face after I told him about the errand that had been requested.

"Is there an issue, sir?" I asked, a tendril of concern rippling through me.

The man looked at me, opened his mouth, then shut it, narrowed eyes locked on me. "I don't know. But here is what I can tell you: be careful. It isn't unknown for young men to be taken when the navy is short crew, and they've been short a great deal lately. A man with military experience is worth his weight in gunpowder."

My eyes widened, then narrowed. "A setup?"

The colonel shrugged. "I am just saying he is a member at multiple clubs and more than one employee had disappeared on errands for him, but employees do quit without warning." He seemed uncomfortable even saying that much, but I heard what wasn't said.

Working at the club was a good job. You only worked ten hours a day; you got fed while you worked; it wasn't strenuous; and the pay was better than most. Few people would walk away from this job.

"So I see, sir. I will make sure I am careful," I said with a grim smile.

He gave me a long look, then nodded. "Good. Get back as soon as you can." His face told me he understood I might run into trouble.

I headed out the door at a light jog while I thought. The members knew that the East India Club exclusively hired people with prior service with some aspect of the East India Trading company or Army. I was younger than any of the other employees. But shanghaiing? Part of me had thought that was a story to tell when too drunk to tell the truth.

The address was a good fifteen minutes away and in a rougher area of London. Enough that it seemed odd that an officer would get shirts here, but then you never knew where you would find an amazing tailor.

I slowed, a light sheen of sweat covering me as I approached the address. There was a sign hanging outside that said 'Tailor'. A bell jangled as I walked into the store. It was dusty, dark, and nothing about it would make me want to shop there.

"Yes?" A man walked in from a back room, looking at me. He was at least in his forties and was beefy and heavyset, not the body type of most tailors I had met, not that I had met many.

"I am here to pick up some shirts for Balin Leftfrog." Even as I spoke, I made myself as aware of the area as possible. Fire would be bad in here with the amount of dry dust and wooden shelves covered with rolls of fabric that didn't look like they had been unrolled in years. There was the room the man had emerged from, and this main room, which had no windows that I could see.

"Ah yes. One moment, we will be right with you." His eyes never left mine as he hit a bell on the counter. Two men, both larger than me and younger by a decade, emerged from the back room. "We have a delivery, boys," he said with a smug tone.

They grinned and lunged at me. Part of me had been preparing for this, and I heated up my hands. It wasn't actual fire, but it let what I hit burn. I'd tested it by hitting water in a barrel and the amount of steam that burst upward told me it was hot. I had vaporized all the fine hairs on my hands and arms, but I didn't burn.

The men outweighed me by a bit, but I sucker punched one in the stomach and he fell back with howls of pain, and the scent of burned flesh filled the small shop.

"What in Victoria's name?" the shopkeeper or boss said.

I wasted no time thinking about him. Instead, I took the sweat that had coated me, existing water was easier to use, and splashed it into the eyes of the other man.

He yelled out as the salty water hit his eyes. I had also heated it up as I threw it, and from his screaming I had no idea how badly I had hurt him, not that I really cared.

The first man staggered back up, rage on his face as he swung at me with a big, meaty fist. I ducked, heated my hand back up and kidney punched him as hard as I could. This time his clothing started smouldering and his skin crackled. His knees buckled, and he went to the ground, batting at the burning clothing. The other man was on his knees, sobbing as he held his hands over his eyes.

I rose from my crouch and looked at the terrified man behind the counter. "I assume the shirts aren't ready?"

"Nooo," he stammered out, his eyes flicking between me and the two men on the floor alternately whimpering and crying.

"I'll let him know," I said in an icy voice, then stepped out of the shop as the shakes caught up to me. I'd just seriously wounded two men, maybe permanently blinded them, and I didn't care. Being set up annoyed me, but that would be dealt with shortly. Mostly, I was mad at having to put myself in a dangerous situation.

I walked back at a slower pace this time, going over what I had done and if there were other ways to use my magic. Carlyle had not gotten to Entropy yet, so I still wasn't sure what that magic entailed. But at least for now, I had an idea of how to protect myself, without setting half of London on fire, which was a valid fear. Houses were tinder boxes, and if I threw a fireball at one, well, the results wouldn't be pretty.

I had cooled down, literally and figuratively, by the time I reached the club. Slipping in the backdoor, I went directly to Mr. Lloyd who was in his office. He glanced up at me and froze. I must have looked more dishevelled than I felt as he scanned me slowly.

"I take it that there were no shirts to pick up?" He said in a voice that held frustrated relief.

"Not as such, no. Two men jumped me." I stopped talking, not sure what more to say.

"And you took care of them?" His tone was dry, and my mouth quirked up in a smile.

"You could say that. Is Colonel Balin Leftfrog still here?" There were some things I needed to discuss with the man.

"I believe so, though I don't know for sure," Mr. Lloyd said as he stood.

"How much trouble will I be in for threatening a club member?" That was a dangerous question to ask. The men that belonged to this club were either officers, nobility, or both.

"Normally it would be a firing offense if not something I would have you arrested for," Mr. Lloyd said in an indifferent tone. "But in this case I believe that short of murder, I will have seen nothing, especially as he is no longer a member." He rose and gestured to the door. "Shall we?"

I followed him into the main club area, pulling down my vest and tucking my shirt back in, then I ran my hands through my hair, trying to get it to settle down. I tended to pull the payment for magic from my hair haphazardly, so there were all these random wisps. Yet another thing I needed to concentrate more on. If I paid attention, I could offer the price for magic in a neater manner.

Mr. Lloyd stopped at the door to the room the colonel was sitting in, thankfully alone. He let me enter the room, then turned to lean against the door jamb, facing the other direction, blocking it.

My smile was grim as I moved over in front of the colonel. "I'm afraid your shirts weren't ready for pickup."

His eyes jerked up to me, and his face went pale. "They weren't?" he croaked out.

I put one hand on each arm of the club chair he currently sat in and leaned forward into his face. At the same time, I pulled heat from him, making it feel like the air around him was ice.

"No. And I would advise you to quit using that tailor. I am sure that everyone is going to know that running errands for you is deadly. While you are at it, I suggest that you never return here again." Each word was said in a low, cold tone that matched the frigid air around us. I knew I couldn't prove anything, which is why the police weren't involved. "I remember you. You were a passable officer, but I won't hesitate to take you out if I find out you pulled this again. Are we clear?"

Trembling both with cold and fear, I assumed, he nodded. I pulled back, and he sprang up, not taking his eyes off me, heading to the doorway. As he reached it, Mr. Lloyd turned around, meeting his panicked gaze.

"I regret to inform you, sir, that your membership has been cancelled. There will be no refunds. The staff have been instructed to not allow you in, regardless of whom you might be with. Good day, sir." The last words were bitten off, and the grey-faced captain fled.

Mr. Lloyd turned to me. "Are we good?"

"Yes, sir," I said. He nodded and left. I returned to my duties but in the back of my mind, I thought about the fact that I would do it all again without hesitation. What did that make me?
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Friday, May 26th

That afternoon when I left the club, I spent the money on a hansom to get to Carlyle Barclay faster. I begrudged every coin, but it turned the hour-long walk into a fifteen-minute ride. I knew I'd have to get a cab on the way back as well. Yet another annoyance. Carlyle waited for me in the parlour.

"Sir. I need to leave a bit early today. I am scheduled for dinner with my siblings tonight." He had opened the door for me and waved me in.

"That's fine. It will let me go to the pub for dinner," Carlyle said as we headed to the training room. "I think you are good at the Water skills I know, so we can move onto the next set of magic."

"That would be Entropy?" I verified. I'd double-checked the meaning of the word and still had no idea what it entailed. Per the dictionary in the club, it meant "the degradation of the matter and energy in the universe to an ultimate state of inert uniformity". Which meant almost nothing to me.

"Indeed," he said, coming over to one of the tables I had spent little time at. There was an odd assortment of items on the table. A rusting bar, a piece of bread, a small plant, and some glass beads. "I suppose you have no idea how to use it, or how it might be used."

I laughed at that, leaning against the fireplace as he stared down at the table. "That would be correct. How do I make anything into inert uniformity?" I wasn't even sure I was using the word correctly.

Carlyle looked at me with raised eyebrows, then barked out a laugh. "Is that what the word means?" I nodded, keeping my face bland. I disliked feeling even more foolish. "Eh. Good to know. Rogaire here tells me Entropy is a sort of death magic, but not like you're thinking." He must have seen the revulsion on my face as he held up his hand, speaking the last part quickly. "It is more that everything breaks down eventually."

The lack of understanding must have been on my face as he thought. "Ah. The night men. You called them to clean out my cesspool, right?"

I nodded. That had been mandatory. It was almost overflowing—and the stench! No wonder no one was ever in the backyard. Now it was almost pleasant out there; well as pleasant as summer in London ever got smell wise.

"They take that and let it dry out, then grind it down, and sell it to farmers as fertilizer. That is part of entropy, things breaking down from one form into another. The decay you see when something rots, that is also entropy."

That made much more sense than what the dictionary had said. I nodded, feeling a bit relieved. "That explains more. But I'm still not sure what magic it is." I hated admitting this, but as powerful as Fire was, it was showy. Showy wasn't always a good option.

Carlyle grinned at me. "It is all about decay. Note that I can use it, but Miss Jerritts is much stronger than me. Watch." He pointed at the bread. I followed his finger and before my eyes I watched the slice of bread go from stale to breaking apart.

"Oh," I said in a voice that was almost a whisper. "That seems terrifying."

Carlyle shrugged. "Maybe. There seem to be two types. One for living things or things that were living, like bread, wool, items like that. Then something else for rock or metals. For those, it is the equivalent of years of exposure to the elements."

I nodded slowly. "That seems awful limited compared to what you can do with some of the others, but, at the same time, more terrifying."

"There are a few things a mage strong in Entropy can do. When you are over Sunday, I'll have Miss Jerritts show you."

"Speaking of Miss Jerritts, I was going to ask her if she might be willing to teach me to dance. I have been told I will be dancing at the next ball, and that is not something I have much experience with."

Carlyle looked pensive for a moment, then smiled. "I have no idea. You'll have to ask her on Sunday."

We experimented with how to decay various things, but there was so much we didn't understand that it felt awkward. I left soon after that, both of us headed to our own dinners. I arrived at the Luck mansion with enough time to take a quick basin wash. Showing up to dinner with Emmeline wearing only pants and a shirt would be rude at the least, offensive at worst. I took the time to pull on my nicer clothes, then headed down to the dining room.

She walked in with us, and, given Duncan's leg, I practiced my gentlemanly skills. Pulling out the chair for Emmeline was awkward, as I'd only done it once or twice, but it worked well enough, and I made note of what to change in the future as we sat down to eat. The food, as usual, was excellent, and I knew I'd miss the food more than anything else. People of my station didn't get to eat like this. Though I still missed the spices I'd grown used to in India.

They brought the food, and I couldn't believe Duncan was complaining about it. I thought it tasted amazing. A rich tomato soup with bits of herbs in it, and I wondered if I could get more later. I listened to them bicker, recognizing it for siblings poking at each other, even if I hadn't grown up with any.

I let Duncan take the lead as I still was unsure about this, but it was easy to tell he was all but bursting with the desire to tell Emmeline about our powers. And I doubted he'd be able to not spill mine at the same time. I wish I knew this woman better, but she was a blank mask to me. The timid girl I thought I'd seen in the study was fading away, and the woman that was showing up more and more was someone who could be ruthless.

Who do I want more as a sibling? The shy wallflower or this woman?

Duncan, of course, spoke as soon as we finished the main part of the meal. A delicious concoction with pastry wrapped around lamb. Amazing.

"I've been meaning to talk to you, Emmie. Something has changed. I've changed. I'm not sure if it will help you at all, but do you remember that explosion? Oh, almost a month ago?"

I arched a brow at Duncan, but he was so focused on his sister he didn't see. Rather than stopping him, I reached for the wine. A rich claret that again was better than I'd ever be able to get at a pub.

"Yes," she said, watching him. "It was rather large. Rattled the house, I believe. But you were unhurt, I thought." She seemed concerned about this topic, and I couldn't blame her. Of all the ways to start off, that was what he chose? I took another sip of wine, trying to convince myself this wasn't a mistake.

"I am fine, but I umm, when it exploded, I panicked and something happened. I changed everything that flew at me, turning it all into paper shards. It seems I'm a mage. My teacher says my magic is Order magic. And my best strength is Transform. There are so many things I can do now. The little fiddly bits that were never right or the wrong material in my experiments. I can make them the right material. I'm leaning a lot on my school textbooks, but I think I know why alchemy was so popular. My skills would be perfect for that." He was almost babbling in excitement, and I reminded myself never to tell him anything that I needed to remain unknown. He had a craving to show people how the world worked, even when it didn't work the way he thought.

To my relief, Emmeline didn't stare at him as if he was insane, which was interesting by itself. Her cool eyes turned to look at me. "And you?"

In for a thruppence, in for a pound.

I set the glass down and nodded. "Aye. I'm a magician as well. I got jumped headed back from an interview. They thought I was a fancy nob, slumming it down there. Was barely holding my own when someone hit me on the back of the head and the world went a bit crazy. As I hit my knees, I felt something happen. I'm not sure there are words for it, but when I stood up, it t'were like my anger had manifested into fire. Both my fists were on fire. They ran. I was fine. Duncan dragged me to the person teaching him, and I was told I was a Chaos mage."

The words tumbled out, and I couldn't figure out why I was so willing to tell her this. Why not answer with a simple yes or no? But rather than scoffing at us, which would have made much more sense, she just smiled and seemed happy.

"That is incredible. What are you planning on doing?" She looked like she cared, and I sat back and watched Duncan babble at her. Focusing mostly on his inventions.

When he was done, she turned to me again. "Silas? You said Fire. Is there anything else?"

Interesting that she thought there should be more. I watched her for a long moment, wondering how much she knew. Finally, I answered.

"It seems like I can control Fire, Water, and something called Entropy. I'm studying a lot of books, but some of the words are so big I need a dictionary to figure out what they are saying. But right now, I at least enjoy the elements. They make sense." I couldn't resist a chance to show off a little. After all, at this point if she believed, she believed. "Look." I flicked my fingers at the wine and a twisting column rose out of the glass. Not a drop splashing outside. I was getting better at that.

Duncan, of course, had to match me and blew out all the candles trying to show off with Air. I laughed and just relit them, my Fire making that part easy enough.

Then Emmeline asked the hard question. "What do you think you will do, Silas? You know the earl is expecting something from you."

I shrugged, trying to act like I didn't care, though the truth was the uncertainty was tying my belly up in knots. Not that I wanted a father who treated me the way the earl treated them.

"At this point, I don't know. Right now, I'm working at the East India Club. While Duncan is tutoring me in merging with the nobility." I glanced at Duncan, acknowledging his efforts. "I am getting better." Mentioning anything else might be dangerous, so keeping it simple was for the best.

Emmeline, my sister, it still felt odd to know I had a sister, nodded slowly. "You are. I almost didn't recognize you the other day. In no time you will be able to choose who people want to see." Her voice had an odd quality to it, and the way she chose her words made me wonder how many different roles she knew how to play. But she said little more, even when Duncan pried about the marriage. She just replied that Smythe was no longer a concern.

Soon enough she excused herself, and I followed not long after. Getting up in the morning meant keeping noble hours really wasn't possible. In many ways, it was a good thing Duncan wasn't much of a party goer. Trying to do both might have killed me.

I lay in bed, the soft sheets, the smell of lavender stuffed into the mattress, and the warmth of four walls reminded me how lucky I was. But everything came at a price.

Can I pay this price?

It kept me awake way longer than it should have, but my mind latched on to a variety of viable options, and all of them involved me on the street lacking a job or a family. I liked Duncan for all his absentminded researcher attitude. And Emmeline, well, I hoped I would get to know her.

I finally fell asleep thinking of all the things I needed to do and realizing that there were too many points of failure.


Eighteen
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Sunday, May 28th

Saturday came and went with little to mention about it, but Sunday morning, my only day off, I was up and headed to Carlyle's not long after the sun came up. I planned on spending the morning getting as many things repaired as I could then clean up a bit, so in the afternoon I could speak to the woman.

Miss Jerritts had nodded at me, but that was the extent of any interaction we had. Which meant that meeting her for the first time sweat soaked and dirty, probably wasn't the best introduction. Luck was on my side as I finished getting the porch fixed and sanded down, as well as the front door repaired before she arrived. I needed to oil it, but now the front of the house looked better, though he really needed to hire a gardener, at least part time.

That gave me time to rinse myself off with a bucket of cold water, towel off, and get clean clothes on before I actively met her. Rogaire came out to pull me in when Carlyle was ready for me.

The familiar still set me on edge, but so far he only growled at me, though I wanted to see him fly. That idea fascinated me. What could you do if you could fly?

I followed Rogaire into the house and he headed to the study instead of the workroom. There Carlyle and Miss Jerritts were sitting in chairs across from each other, the inaudible murmur of their conversation fading as I followed Rogaire into the room.

"Mr. Silas Luck, I would like to introduce you to Miss Laura Jerritts," Carlyle said in an overly formal manner, tweaking both of us.

I walked over, extending my hand and brushed an air kiss over her knuckles when she let me take her hand.

"It is nice to finally meet you, Mr. Luck." Her voice was soft but rich, and I had to admit she was prettier than I expected. Dark brown hair, twisted into a tight bun at the back of her head, a welcoming smile, and eyes that I thought might be green or hazel. With the lighting in the room, it was hard to tell. She came up to my chin, with a slim body and a bit too much bone, as if she didn't get enough to eat. But then, what did I know?

"Same with you, Miss Jerritts. Carlyle here tells me you are the expert with Entropy?" I figured talking about why we were both here was the best way to ease my way into other topics of conversation.

She laughed, and I forced myself to turn away and pull up another chair. It was warm and friendly. I couldn't remember the last time I'd heard a woman laugh that didn't sound forced or laden with empty promises. I settled down in another chair, watching her.

"I am unsure about the word expert, but it seems to be the skill I am strongest in. Rogaire tells me there are more things I can do, but he lacks the words to explain them to me." She smiled a slightly wicked grin. "It does my heart good to know that as a governess, the non-human can't find the words, not that I'm unable to understand them."

Carlyle snorted. "He tells me that a lot. That he has no idea how to explain something to people that don't even have words for it."

I just grinned, watching and listening.

"I can show you the one thing I can do that Carlyle can't."

"Oh?" This interested me.

"Think about something. Maybe the next project you are working on for Carlyle?" She asked with a quirk of her lips.

I blinked, as that was nothing I had expected. "Very well," I said as I pulled up my mental list. The next was to repair the fireplaces. Though I would need to have Carlyle call out sweeps to … to … My mind drifted, and I blinked, looking around the room. "I'm sorry. Were you saying something?"

"And that is what I can do."

I stared at her as I slowly reconstructed the events of the past minute or two with prodding and hints from both of them. "What is that exactly?" I asked, feeling shaky. If you couldn't control your own mind, what control did you have over anything?

"Rogaire calls it Mind Distraction, I call it Diversion. I am the only person I know who can do it so far. And it is something I probably use more than I should." She shrugged, but her expression was not at all repentant.

"Oh? How is that?" I asked as Carlyle looked interested, too.

This time, she blushed a bit and looked away. ."My charges are a bit too mischievous at times, and my employer," She paused, then shrugged. "My employer sometimes feels paying my wages means I owe him more than just educating his children. But they are also about ready for secondary school. So I fear I will be looking for a job." Miss Jerritts looked up at me and shrugged. "At least with this, I don't have to worry as much about being trapped in a closet."

I sighed. It was such a common thing I couldn't even work up anger, just sympathy and worry. "I am sorry." It angered me she had to deal with it, but I couldn't change anything. Not yet.

"It is what it is. I'll sign back up with an agency when my contract is completed." She seemed resigned. "But back to magic. The other thing I can do, which I realized by accident, is increase growth in living organisms, especially moulds, fungus, things like that."

I pondered that not sure how useful it would be, but I would keep it in the back of my mind.

"With that, let's head over to the workshop. I need you both to practice, but Miss Jerritts if you would show him? My abilities in this area are the lowest of all of mine." Carlyle spoke as he stood up, and we followed.

I spent the next two hours learning how to accelerate rust, make mould spread across bread at a terrifying rate, and age living plants into withered remains.

"Can you do that with a human?" I stared at the plant with a vague sense of horror.

Miss Jerritts tilted her head. "I see no reason why not." Her eyes narrowed, staring at me, and a twinge of fear raced through my body. Her eyebrows lifted. "The answer is yes, but the cost would be prohibitive. For me to age you to death would require more offerings than I have. But for a single body part. That would be easy." A wicked smile touched with pain flashed across her lips. "I'll try to remember that next time someone presses their unwanted attentions on me."

I found myself stepping backward from her, as did Carlyle. She looked at both of us and burst into gales of laughter. Hard enough that she had to lean against the wall to hold her up. We looked at each other and swallowed, which seemed to send her into new gales of laughter. I was just glad I managed to not place my hand protectively in front of myself.

Carlyle cleared his throat as he continued to walk to the study. I noted Rogaire was sitting against a wall, his mouth open, huffing oddly. "Yes, while on that topic," Carlyle said, pausing as he hit the door to the study. "There is a soiree being held in two weeks on Saturday at Rohan's place. It would be best to attend if possible."

Miss Jerritts sighed. "Unfortunately, I will not be able to attend. Sunday is the only day I get and then only afternoons."

The look on her face was sad, but there was little I could do. I even felt bad about what came out of my mouth next, but there was little reason to avoid it.

"I am sorry about that. But it raises a question I wanted to ask you." I looked at her, trying to show my most charming smile.

"Oh? And that would be?" Her humour had faded and the wall that had dropped reappeared. I hated it.

"I have no idea how to dance. Would you be willing to teach me?" I tried hard to seem unthreatening, though I'm not sure how well it worked.

She blinked, then narrowed her eyes, the wall still up. "Yes. But you will owe me a favour."

"Something of the same level, yes," I said easily. That wasn't much to ask.

"Very well." She looked around and shook her head. Then spun, headed toward Carlyle. "May we use your upstairs hall? It is the only area clear enough for me to teach him."

He waved at us. "Yes, yes. Go ahead. Just don't expect me to be dancing."

"I would never do that, Mr. Barclay," she said dryly. "I would worry you might die from the excitement."

He snorted while I grinned at her uppityness. This woman was amusing.

"Come up the stairs."

I followed her, noting I needed to work on these stairs too. The banister was loose, the tread creaked, and there was wood rot on some of the dowels. They were all entered to my mental list as I followed her up. The large hall led off to multiple chambers as the stairs continued to the attic. The hall itself only had a picture on one wall of a landscape and nothing else. A similar hall in the Luck’s had a rug, a small table, a stool, and multiple pictures. It reinforced Barclay's bachelor lifestyle. Most days I didn't understand why he had a house. It seemed like an apartment would have been much more convenient.

"This should work. I can teach you the waltz and three of the other standard round dances. Once you know those, the rest are obvious if you watch." With that, the young woman I was getting to know as Miss Jerritts disappeared and the governess appeared.

She walked me through the beats and how to move, where your hands went, and where they never went, and at no point in the hour she spent walking me through was there anything personal about it. I could easily imagine she had done this hundreds of times, and I was just one more in a long list.

Finally, she stepped back and looked at me. "You'll do. The first few dances, the ladies will have sore toes, so make sure you don't dance with anyone you want to impress." That last statement let the wall drop, and she grinned at me cheekily. "But I'm sure you’ll catch on after that." She glanced at the watch on her silver guard chain that she had tucked into the sash at her waist. "Now I must be going. Good luck, and I hope you enjoy the party."

Before I could come up with a response, she headed down the stairs. I stood there a moment longer before following, but she had already collected her belongings and was out the door, headed toward the street by the time I arrived on the ground floor.

"What was all that about?" I asked Carlyle.

"She can only be here without risking her reputation because she claimed me as an uncle. In all honesty, I have no siblings and no children, but her family is all dead, so the subterfuge works fine." He looked at me with sharp eyes. "But it means she has to be careful because if she is 'compromised', her employers will dismiss her almost immediately."

"Ah," I said, needing no more information. I let him know the new supplies I'd need, then I headed home. Looking forward to a bit more sleep, and tomorrow started the new week.


Nineteen
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Friday, June 9th

The next two weeks flew by, and I only saw Miss Jerritts in passing. The day before the party, or the “dress up and feel like an idiot show” as Carlyle called it, Carlyle pulled me into his study and waved to a chair. I wasn't opposed to sitting as I'd been on my feet all day, and the walk had been added to it. The club had been very busy of late with the official death knell of the East India Army, though the trading aspect was still successful.

Most of the members just seemed annoyed, but I'd overheard Mr. Lloyd and Mr. Reese talking. With the end of the army aspect, they were worried about no new members coming in. At some point, they would either have to change the membership requirement or, over the years, the club would die. Until that point, I hadn't thought about how much the members paid for the privilege, but at the same time it might almost be worth it given how many of them got their meals there.

I settled down in the chair, looking at Carlyle, waiting for him to talk. The man had almost become a friend, definitely someone I respected. Which meant I considered everything he said carefully.

"How are you feeling about the magic and your understanding of it so far?" He had a glass of whiskey in his hand as he watched me. Mine was on the small table next to my chair. He had good taste in whiskey.

"Fire and Water I think I know how to use. The ability to make drinks cold and dispel the heat in my clothes or vice versa is amazing. The Entropy stuff?" I shrugged. "It isn't so much that I don't understand it, I'm just not sure how to utilize it for day-to-day needs."

"And for non day-to-day?" His voice was carefully neutral, too careful.

"Such as?" I went on alert. I recognized this tone. This was usually where I got volunteered for something.

"Just asking. You have an unusual set of skills that others might find valuable. The question is, do you want them to find you useful?" Again, that very neutral voice.

"Ah," I said, settling back. I knew he had to be talking about the government. He'd mentioned it obliquely once. The situation with my family was still a grey area, and I had no idea what the ultimate fallout from that would be. The earl was due home this weekend, and I expected fireworks, but you never could tell with that man. An excellent example would be between him and his daughter, who he oddly despised, which I still felt was odd. The story of her mother dying in childbirth didn't quite ring true. The problem was, I had no future plans. But I knew the club wasn't somewhere I wanted to work for the rest of my life. I had no guarantee the earl would entail anything for me.

Carlyle’s question hung in the air, and finally I answered. "I'm not automatically opposed." It wasn't a yes, but at the same time it wasn't an outright no. A qualified maybe was the best I could do right now.

"Noted. I need to take the next week or so off. Miss Jerritts would like to meet with you on Sunday after the soiree though, just to practice. I'll be here to keep it acceptable, but then I will head out."

I nodded. There wasn't much else I could say. Working through the abilities of Entropy would be interesting, and I suspected at least part of it was she wanted stories from the soiree. That I could do.

"And if I was interested, what would I be doing?" I didn't look at him, instead I focused on my whiskey.

"Various things. Definitely not office work. There is a lot going on, and the needs of the Crown are changing, especially with the advent of magic. As far as I know, there is no end in sight, but have no idea how long it will remain. I might disappear. It isn't like we've had magic before."

I lifted my head at that. "We haven't? What about all the stories of Merlin and dragons?"

Carlyle opened his mouth and paused. "You know, I don't know that anyone has mentioned them before. Rohan talks about Siddhartha, Shiva, and Vishnu. Be they gods or something else. Maybe it was or is possible?" His voice faded away as he stared at his whiskey, bushy greying eyebrows pulled together. After a few minutes, he sighed and looked back up at me. "It could be possible or not. But I suppose it is immaterial at this time. Either way, magic is changing everything, and the Crown can't afford to be caught flatfooted and not have mages under its employ."

I shrugged then. "They'll have to ask, and at that point I'll decide." There was no way I was committing to anything without details.

"Valid. I'll let them know."

Just who 'they' were was my number one question, but I was aware nothing might ever come of this. It felt too much like a recruitment pitch where they promised you amazing things and, in reality, you ended up digging latrines in another country.

Finally, he looked up. "I'll see you at the party tomorrow. Though I doubt I'll spend that long. It isn't my style, but you'll get a better idea of who all is learning magic."

That would be interesting. I said my goodbyes and headed out, playing with ideas about Entropy as I walked. The evening was cooler than normal for this time of year, and I enjoyed it. There were so many opportunities right now I had no idea what to do. And then there was the earl. I dismissed him. He was usually busy and there was no reason I couldn't enjoy an afternoon exploring London with a bit of coin in my pocket.

The next morning, I went to work, but I arranged to leave early with the promise of coming in on a Sunday morning to make up the hours. After that, I would meet up with Miss Jerritts. Duncan had a suit waiting for me that afternoon, though I took a bit more time cleaning up, and becoming Silas Luck as opposed to Silas Emmason. I was realizing how very different the two of them were. And I wondered just who I really was.

"You do clean up nicely," Duncan said as we got into the hackney.

"Thank you, I think? Or is it an insult that the rest of the time I look like a labourer?" My tone was teasing. I had spent little time with him the last week or so. He had been at the factory with days as long as mine, and by evening he pled exhaustion. From the grey I'd seen in his skin tone, it was not an excuse, but reality. I suspected he was standing on his leg too much, and it was wearing him out.

"Neither. You just make me look like the ugly one of the two of us. I think I'm glad I didn't grow up with you. Compared to you, I would have felt even more unworthy." His own tone was teasing, with no rancour, and I thought maybe the factory was being good for him.

We just chatted about nothing besides the random stories in the newspapers. Mostly more people talking about magic, some endorsing, others condemning, but the Crown still had remained silent on the entire issue.

Duncan followed me up the stairs, and I remembered to wait. He moved slowly, but from what I'd seen of injuries; he was lucky he still had a leg, much less only needed a cane. A footman opened the door and ushered us in.

Duncan took the lead.

"Mr. Luck and Mr. Emmason," Miss Carlton said. I watched as he took her hand kissing it. I had not missed the worship in Duncan's eyes, but even if he had been a duke's son, this woman was out of his reach. Besides, from their body language, she and Rohan were a couple and had been for a while, given the ease with which they resonated with each other.

"Gentlemen, welcome to our home," said Rohan. He stood there looking calmly elegant, and I had to admire his poise. "Please be welcome and enjoy the chance to talk with other mages."

"Nômoshkar," I said in greeting, and he smiled.

"It is always odd to hear my country's tongues on another, though you do it credit." He gave me a small bow, saying hello back. "Welcome to the party."

I nodded and moved on to greet the woman. "I've heard good things about you, Mr. Emmason," the woman said to me. "Though I don't believe we have been officially introduced. I am Antoinette Carlton."

"It is a pleasure. And I am sure Carlyle is stretching the truth," I said, glancing over at him. He stood on the balcony with Rogaire near him. There was a cat and two birds up there as well. One of which I recognized from my first meeting with Rohan.

"Somehow I doubt that," she said, but nodded at me in clear dismissal. I trailed after Duncan, my eyes scanning for anyone I knew. As one of the footmen came near me, I snagged a glass of champagne. When Duncan made a hard pivot, I followed his eyes and blinked, realizing my sister stood there. Rather than looking like a crow among parrots, this time, she looked like a hawk among them. It was an interesting change. Part of it was the dress, rich in greens and an unconventional cut. But mostly it was how she held herself.

I arrived in time to see Duncan corner Emmeline and I glanced at the young woman with her, watching in vague amusement.

"Emmie, what are you doing here?"

My brother lacked tact, forbearance, or the ability to talk quietly. I stifled a groan as he made a fool of himself. Then I tried not to grin as his sister rightly put him in his place. I stepped into the conversation after she introduced the young woman to us, one Sarah Higkins, who apparently was one of the people taking classes with Duncan.

With champagne in one hand, I moved over to Emmeline, even as Duncan drifted to the side, talking math and other things with the woman.

"I take it you were not sure of his reaction?" I was curious why she had hid this, especially when we had exposed ourselves.

She sipped at the glass, but I could tell she barely wet her lips. It made her wiser than half the people here. I glanced at my own half full glass and laughed internally. Including me.

"More, I was unsure he would not talk about it and…" she paused, as if trying to find the words. "The less information that reaches the earl's ears at this junction, the better." At that last part, she glanced up at me, and I could see the worry and determination in her eyes.

I nodded, thinking that through. The earl needed to control things, and his daughter had just removed herself from his control. That would not be something he could tolerate easily. "Ah. Yes. I can see he would not be impressed at this turn of events."

She glanced away from me and out at the milling group of people. The room wasn't that crowded, but there were many people that I had never met. "What do you see?" she asked, her voice low.

I flicked my eyes to her, wondering what she was looking for. Remembering what little I knew of her gifts, lying was probably useless. "The wide variety of classes here is unusual. There are at least three people that grew up on the streets. Multiple from the working class like your friend Sarah. Only a few true nobility. Most are from the gentry. Yet all the clothes are appropriate, but only a few, like yours and Miss Carlton's, are unique and convey power." I had seen those who had the furtive looks of someone expecting to get grabbed or the clothes that they fidgeted with, uncomfortable in the same way I was.

Her eyes turned to our hosts, and I let my gaze drift the same way. The pair we must have made. Outsiders, yet a part. Maybe that was what we all had in common. None of us belonged, yet we all did.

"She is a teacher of Order, isn't she?"

Her question surprised me, as I had expected her to know that. "Yes. Duncan has an attachment to her, but she has made it clear there is no possibility of reciprocation." I paused and then glanced over at her again. "Has he always been so transparent?"

"He is very much a creature of the moment. He focuses on what he is doing now, and without a prompt, usually in the form of my elbow, he doesn't notice much else because of the ideas in his head."

That described him perfectly. His head was so full, the rest of the world seemed boring in comparison. "I can see that. And you?"

"Who is asking? Silas Luck, noble? Or Silas, my half-brother, who knows nothing about me?"

"Why can it not be both?"

"They are different answers," Emmeline said, watching Rohan and Miss Carlton again.

"I see," I said slowly, and I began to. This society was a layer of masks that hid everything and nothing, if you knew how to see beneath them. "Miss Jerritts would have enjoyed this," I whispered.

"Miss Jerritts?" Emmeline asked with an arched brow.

I gave a shake of my head. "A fellow Chaos mage. She is a governess and at risk of losing her position, so she was unable to come." I waved it away. "I just promised to tell her about the party." With a soft laugh at myself, I turned to look at her. "I think the person asking will be your brother."

"When you are sure which one it is, ask me again. In the meantime, I have work to do." With that Emmeline turned and headed to another corner of the room, leaving me standing there as I watched the people around me.

The problem was, all I could see were the tools that could be used and the few people that would use them. Was I a tool or a user? I didn't know the answer to that question.


Twenty
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Saturday, June 10th

The question lingered in my mind the rest of the afternoon and was still there as I followed Duncan into the Luck house, where everything exploded. Emmeline stood in the middle of the foyer, her trunk at her feet, the servants all pale, and it was obvious what had happened. The earl had kicked her out, and she was going. Not as a cowering woman, but as someone who would make it into the best thing for her.

I watched the drama swirl as Emmeline sailed out of the house and Duncan went to enrage his father. I took a long look at this. Did I want to deal with it? Was the free room and board worth this?

No. But Duncan and his sister were. I still needed to get to know her better, but the glimpses I was seeing were fascinating, and I had zero doubt she would land on her feet. Unsure what to do, I headed up to my room, ready to strip out of this outfit. I got out of it by myself and was standing there weighing options when there was a knock on my door.

I pulled it open, expecting to see Duncan ranting, but instead it was a footman. "The earl would like to see you, sir." His voice was quiet, but the tension in his body told me there was still lots of drama going on. I pulled on a shirt and tucked it in. The earl did not tolerate walking around half undressed. Once I was sure I at least looked acceptable, I headed back downstairs. Part of me wanted a drink. This day was getting weird and weirder; if he lost his temper at me, like I suspected he had at Emmeline, well, I wasn't as desperate for his approval as Duncan was.

I entered, as the door was open, to see him striding back and forth, agitated. Something I had not seen before. I took a seat, watching him, and it took him two minutes before he realized I was there.

"Oh, Silas." He turned to look at me with an odd, hungry gaze. "How was the party? Did you meet people?"

The effort it took to not frown and ask him what he thought he was playing at was immense. But I glanced down at my pants, taking the time to tug on a seam. "It was interesting, and yes. There were a few people there I enjoyed getting to talk to."

"Good. The nobles should get used to speaking to you." He started to say something, then stopped, his hands now turning the pen over and over.

I waited for the earl to speak. I had no idea what was going on, but this was by far the most agitated I had ever seen him.

"I thought it was time I told you about your mother and I's relationship." He set the pen down abruptly and folded his hands on the desk, looking at me with the stern gaze that I recognized as his 'I have spoken' expression.

"It was my understanding that you had an affair with her or kept her as your mistress." I wasn't sure what he could tell me. Noblemen often had women on the side. It was almost de rigueur for anyone at his level. What could he want to tell me?

The man bristled as I said that, and my eyes narrowed watching him. What in the world was going on?

"She was not my mistress."

I didn't know what to say to that, so I said nothing, just waited.

"We met when I was in college, and I was head over heels for her. My father, of course, was incensed at the idea that I would stoop to marry someone of the lower class." He glanced down at his hands and then back at me, and nerves sparked through me. In all the time I had been in this asshole world—which granted had only been for a couple months or so—I had never seen the earl look anything other than contemptuous and in charge of every situation.

"I thought my father would get over it, and in a fit of passion, I grabbed Emma and we went to Gretna Green." He didn't look at me as he spoke.

My heart almost stopped in my chest. "I'm sorry. Did you just say you went to Gretna Green with my mother?" I managed to keep my voice as steady as possible, but if he had exploded a bomb in my face, I'm not sure I could've been more stunned.

"Yes, we did." He stopped, and I waited for the inevitable excuse as to why they had not gotten married. There was always something. In the stories, they were always stopped at the last moment. "And I married her."

I just stared at him. Mother had never mentioned my father much other than just to say he was a good man and she loved him very much. And she left it at that. How could he have married my mother? Why wasn't he still married to her?

I took a deep breath and looked at him and calmly asked my question. "So what happened, exactly?"

The earl focused on his hands again, twisting them and clenching them tight. "My father threatened to disown me if I did not annul the marriage immediately. And, even worse, he said that if I had any contact with her, he would ensure she was killed." He fell silent, his attention still on his hands.

It was interesting to know that his father was actually worse than he was. I didn't know if that meant he was an improvement or just a different flavour of awful.

"So what happened?" It took control to keep my voice steady. Thoughts ran rampant through my mind. How different our lives would have been if she remained married to him.

"As I couldn't afford to keep her without having the earldom as part of my inheritance, I annulled the marriage and agreed to never see her again. We separated, but I didn't know she was pregnant." He looked up at me and there was a level of sincerity there that almost surprised me. "Believe me, I didn't know. But my father did."

I sat there feeling the world had shifted underneath me, and wondered if I should be happy that I was still alive or angry that this man had caused my mother so much pain and stress.

"I didn't find out that you existed until after Emma had died and you were on your way to India. That was when my father‘s notes were finally given to me. I immediately went to find her, but it was too late. The only bright side of it all was that my father had apparently made sure that neither you nor your mother suffered for my actions. Or his."

I sat there looking at him for a long time, unsure of what this changed or even what difference it made in the long run. As I was born out of wedlock, I was still a bastard. He could claim me, but it wouldn't actually change anything, and I didn't know what he expected from me.

"I see. That was nothing I had expected to hear you say." My mind still whirled, trying to incorporate this into my life view.

"I married Angeline because I was forced to. Yes, she was gorgeous and the perfect wife for an earl. She also was as naïve and ignorant as they come, and I could barely stand to talk to her. My children … neither of them are what I would've wanted for a child." He leaned forward and looked at me. "But you are strong, capable, and smart. What else could I've asked for in my first-born son?"

For a long time we sat in silence, then I shrugged. "It is nice to know I would have been wanted. But it changes nothing. I am still a bastard, and for that you discount Duncan. He is brilliant. Could you afford the scandal that would come with naming me as heir when you have a legitimate son?" My voice remained steady, though I had the strong desire to throttle him. I could feel my magic, all but begging to be let loose, but there was nothing it could do for me. Not really.

Though I supposed I could kill the earl.

That made me start internally, but I kept it off my face. If entropy worked the way Carlyle and Miss Jerritts had said, I probably could kill him and no one would ever know. It was something to consider. Then I wanted to beat my head on a door frame. Was I seriously sitting here considering murdering my father? In his own study.

The answer was yes, and worse—at least I thought it was worse—I wasn't all that upset by the idea. He meant less to me than his children did.

While all that was going through my head, Jontan Luck leaned back and tapped his fingers on the ledger. "No, I suppose not. Very few people know I was married, and the annulment issued by the Crown makes it as if it never happened. It would cause a ruckus, and Angeline still has relatives in London." He sighed. "A fanciful dream. I knew better." The emotion that had been on his face faded. "How are you being introduced at parties?" Gone was the human I'd seen for a few minutes. Back was the hard man who cared only for himself. I preferred this one. Him I knew how to deal with.

"A poor relative," I said even as I prepared for the response, but it was not what I expected.

"Hmm, that will do. Have you heard anything at the club that I would find interesting?"

I shook my head no. In all honesty, I really was more focused on magic, and doing as good a job as possible. While I could save money, I was going to save it as fast as I could. The party, however, that had an amazing amount of interesting things, but until we were freely talking about magic, I would keep that in my back pocket, but I suspected the war in the colonies would end soon. Getting information from over there always took months.

"Very well. Keep your ears up. Fortunes can be made or lost in an instant." With that comment, he dismissed me and I rose quietly. Part of me was very glad he was leaving. The other, small part, wondered if they had stayed married if my parents would have had a good marriage.


Twenty-One
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Sunday, June 11th

Iheaded over to Barclay's early, looking forward to the freedom allowed there. No cravats or ascots needed, no suits that restrained your motion, and good honest sweat on a job that needed to be done. As I had promised to tell Miss Jerritts about the party, I planned on working on the stairs inside the house today. That way, I could talk to her and repair them at the same time.

I had got all the loose or broken spindles removed from the stairs and was in the process of fixing the first newel on the banister when she walked in. As always, she was dressed in plain, almost dowdy clothes, but they at least were not in colours that made her look ill like I had originally seen Emmeline in.

She doffed her hat and shawl, setting it down as I finished sanding the repaired newel. I would need to seal all the wood with linseed oil before I finished, but at least grabbing them wouldn't be putting your life at risk once I was done.

"Good morning, Mr. Emmason," she said politely.

I nodded in response, not bothering to get up as that would dislodge what I was working on at the moment. "Good morning. It was too bad you couldn't make it to the party. I think you would have enjoyed it," I said.

Carlyle came out at that moment and laughed. "That is because you are both young and enjoy standing around in uncomfortable clothing and preening. At my age, the only reason to do that sort of nonsense is to gather information." He came over to peer at what I was doing on the stairs and nodded in approval.

The comment sounded odd, more intense than his usual comments. "I am pretty sure that is what all of us were doing. Figuring out who knew what and how they could help us. Isn't that exactly what the party was for in the end?"

"Ah, but help you do what?" Carlyle countered with a slight smile. "It only works if you have a specific goal in mind."

Miss Jerritts watched our banter with a smile hovering on the corner of her lips. "And did you have a specific goal, Mr. Barclay?" she asked, still standing there.

"Of course. Why else would I go?" He smirked at both of us and headed toward the workroom. "Mr. Emmason, please see me before you leave. I want to run something by you. Miss Jerritts, when you finish getting your gossip on, I wanted to talk to you about the possibilities of using entropy compost."

I watched her eyes light up, and she nodded. "Give me a few minutes, please?"

He nodded, waving his hand as he went in, and I watched him leave. Now I was curious what his purpose had been and what he wanted to talk to me about. But then I turned my attention to her. She wasn't pretty, but her looks and figure were more conventional than Emmeline's were.

"I suppose asking you about dresses and styles would be a waste of time," she said, eyeing me. "But did you meet any people I should know? I know my employers are thinking of letting me go given their annoyance at me taking a half day. Why some households still feel the new labour laws having nothing to do with them is beyond me." There was something about how she said that and the distance she kept from me that made me think there was more involved.

I snorted, understanding about her comment about the labour laws. A decade ago, right as I was leaving for India, Victoria had leaned on the House of Lords to issue laws to protect the workers. It limited the work week to 50 hours and guaranteed all workers at least two half days. Most factories just moved to working only six days a week. For a while church attendance spiked, but with Victoria pulling away from the church all together, most of England followed suit. But not everyone agreed, and lots of house servants especially, were 'encouraged' to continue with their sixty plus hours a week.

The club obeyed the laws, barely. Mainly because it was easier to keep all the servers looking fresh with the shortened hours. Our members got disgruntled when the servers looked like they had been working. I'd never understand nobility.

"I met a few people. More mages that I expected. A few surprises," I said, still thinking about Emmeline and wondering if she was okay. In a few days, I'd see if the house staff knew where she had ended up. If nothing else, make sure she had money for a few days at a boarding house. I stiffened. I had no idea if she had money or not. The earl wasn't exactly free with money, though he ensured the servants got their two half days.

"Oh? Surprises?" She sounded interested and oddly like she had missed talking to an adult. Or at least someone that treated her like an adult. I could understand that feeling all too well.

"Yes. I have two half siblings," I said slowly. Sharing that bit of information was easy, as anyone who asked around would know that in a minute. "It turns out both of them are mages as well."

"And you didn't know?" She gave me a sceptical glance.

"I knew my brother was, but I have had little opportunity to get to know my sister, and she had hidden the knowledge from everyone. What are the odds?" I meant that last part as a rhetorical question, but Miss Jerritts answered it.

"Higher than you might expect. If there is anything in our bodies that activates the magic, it stands to reason that our siblings would carry the same ingredients." She had a distracted look to her. "After all, you see the same noses, eyes, hair in families. Why not magic?" Miss Jerritts shook her head. "Oh well. Anything else?"

I laughed. "Well, the food was good, if all finger food. Mostly we talked, and I met a few people, but nothing life changing."

"Speak for yourself. I would love an afternoon where I talked to other adults. Mr. Barclay is the only adult I talk to who doesn't order me around, and he isn't the world's greatest conversationalist." There was exasperation and wistfulness at the same time in her tone.

"I heard that," Carlyle's voice came from the other room. We both laughed.

"Thank you. I had better get in there. Have a good day, Mr. Emmason." With a nod at me, she headed into the workroom, and I focused on the stairs.

It took me three hours to work my way up, repairing everything as I went. By using my Fire magic, I could heat dried wads of glue and wedge them into place, not to mention sear out any insects I saw. Miss Jerritts waved at me on the way out. But the banister looked excellent when I was done. It would only need a good oiling but that Carlyle could get one of the street kids to do for a few pennies.

There was still more to fix in the house; though I'd repaired the worst parts. I headed to where he was in his study, making notes in a journal.

"You need to get some street kids to oil it and seal everything in, and you really need to hire people to come paint all the wood outside. Otherwise, it is looking good. Did you make the appointment with the chimney sweeps?" I wasn't touching any of the fireplaces until they'd been cleaned. That was better done by someone small.

Carlyle closed the book he'd been writing in. "Yes. They'll be here in the morning next week."

"Good. Then if you can order the bricks and mortar, I'll fix them after that." The house, like most houses, had fireplaces in most of the rooms. There were loose mortar and bricks in most of them. You could tell he never kept the level of servants in here to keep the place repaired, but it was looking much better.

"Will do." He waved at a chair. "Sit; I wanted to talk to you."

I'd already mostly cleaned up, so I took a seat and leaned back. If nothing else, I slept well Sunday nights. The club was exhausting but not like the feel of hard labour, which I realized I had missed. Resisting the urge to close my eyes, I watched him, waiting for whatever he had to say.

"You know I am former army, right?"

I nodded. He'd been an engineer with the military.

"Well, I never really got out of the game, as you say. I had various superiors that work for the government still, and they talk to me, and occasionally I do favours for them." There was an odd stress on the word favours.

"Such as?" I doubted repairing equipment was one of those favours.

"Oh, small things. I'm too old and slow to do anything exciting. Mostly look at plans, go in and review installations, curl up in various clubs and listen." Carlyle gave me a meaningful look.

It seemed like everyone wanted to overhear what was being said in clubs. Did anyone realize how boring most of the conversations were? I listened to men complain about their wives, their mothers, their children, their jobs, or the performance of their investments. They moaned about money and how much the various family members could go through. My two favourites were old East Indian officers, who instead talked about the various places they'd seen in India and what they still missed about it. Those were the only two that I had any desire to stand around and listen to.

But I just nodded, as he hadn't asked me a question.

"We are looking for some younger people to do occasional errands that are a bit more active. You've proved you have a good eye for detail, know how to listen, and even more, you are good with your hands." I knew he didn't mean repairing things, or at least not only repairing things. "So I mentioned I knew someone who had a special edge. While Air is excellent for overhearing things from a distance, Water and Fire give you a lot of advantages."

My mind had hiccupped for a moment, but I kept my face calm. "Sir, just to make sure I'm understanding you correctly. Are you asking me to spy in the East India Club for you?"

Carlyle laughed, amusement lighting up his cold grey eyes for a moment. "No. I'm asking if you'd be interested in spying for the Crown."

I just stared at him. "You want me to work for the Crown?" The words came out slow, and I had to check to make sure I was speaking in English, not Bengali. That was how shocked I was.

"Part time, do occasional errands or work for us. Nothing major." He frowned a bit, leaning back. "There is more trouble with the Fenians, and we need someone to listen in. I don't suppose you can speak Gaelic?" He had a wistful look to him at that question.

"Only basic greetings," I said and, to my amusement, he jerked up in his chair.

"What?"

I gave a half laugh, still feeling off balance. Ever since Lord Luck entered my life, everything seemed off kilter. "I had a friend in India with me. He was Irish. Taught me basic words. Hello, thanks, please, that sort of stuff. Not fluent by any means."

"Ha! That is better than I could have asked for. So you in?"
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Monday, June 12th

Iasked Carlyle for a few days to think about his offer. He agreed and pointed out I had learned most everything he could teach me, outside of a few Entropy aspects, so he suggested I return next Sunday to learn with Miss Jerritts. Besides, it would take him that long to get everything painted and cleaned.

It seemed as if I was to have three or four separate lives, and I wasn't sure which life I wanted. The life of a dandy seemed boring. Though now that I had learned most of the duties working at the club, it was not exactly stimulating to my mind. In another month or two I'd be doing all my duties without needing to think and being bored to tears would drive me crazy.

But work for the Crown? That I wasn't sure about. I went to work Monday morning, spending the day being quietly invisible. With luck, by the time I got back to the house, there would be word about Emmeline. I had a quick chat with the housekeeper, Mrs. Parland, before I left. She admitted that one of the maids had followed Miss Luck, or more accurately, the earl had said there would be no need of her. While Emmeline had not passed an address, she wanted us to be assured she had found lodging. It was enough to make me feel better. I wrote a quick missive asking her to meet us for chocolate on Sunday. I gave the note to Mrs. Parland and she assured me she would make sure Emmeline received it.

I spent the afternoon walking around London and processing information. My mother had been married to the earl, nearly a lady. My grandfather, who had forced us to be abandoned, not my father, had ensured my schooling and that my mother kept us fed. Now I find out my magic teacher worked for the Crown and wanted me to do jobs for him. But did I believe him? That was the rub. I had no way of knowing he was telling the truth. Though I had no reason to believe he was lying. But if I was breaking into places or getting into fights, I would have preferred to know that I was on the right side of the law. Plus, I would like to avoid being tried for something I did for the Crown.

As I walked, more questions arose than answers. Then there would be telling the earl I was quitting the club. Would that change how he felt? To a certain extent, I cared not about his opinions, but losing access to the house, not to mention Duncan, would be a loss.

Duncan. He had been gone before I left that morning and had not come home. The house staff had said he was working at the factory. Apparently, he was putting in long days. Good for him. If his luck held, he would be able to do something amazing at the factory and actually impress the earl.

Then there was magic. And I wasn't sure what it changed.

No matter what, I was still a bastard, not enough book learning to make me good enough to clerk. Retail held no interest for me. And I knew how fast you aged and died working in the factories, though Victoria's rules had made that slightly better. While it was possible for me to work until I was tottering at the club or until they closed down, that idea held no excitement for me.

But doing something like work for Carlyle did. Even though I had no idea what an agent of the Crown did, besides listen in. At the rate I was going, it was too bad I didn't get Air to overhear things better.

I sighed, realizing I'd decided at least in the back of my mind. While money was important, I also needed a chance to do something that kept me wanting to wake up in the morning. At the moment earning money drove me, but soon that would fade. For now, I would juggle everything: servant, son, spy, and brother. Of all of them, brother was the only one I was enjoying. Which brought me back to Emmeline and that the earl was unconscionable. His anger at her for her mother's death made no sense. If he didn't like the woman, why did he care that she died? Had he lied? It was possible. My mind twitched at that idea. If Emmeline was a Spirit, what was the possibility she could tell if someone was speaking the truth?

I laughed softly. That would make an enormous difference in her life. My meandering thoughts and feet had taken me to the market, and I wandered through. I had more money than I ever expected, but still there was nothing I needed, so spending it seemed silly.

As I headed deeper into the crowded stalls, I heard a commotion. More than one person was drifting toward the screaming and yelling, so I went with the flow. Two drovers were screaming at each other, their cart animals shifting uneasily under them. Both sets were strong little ponies, but I could tell the movement back and forth on their carts was making them antsy. One cart was filled with potatoes, while the other had barrels on it. Mostly like either beer or some other item heading to one of the stores further into London.

There was the whistling sound of a whip cracking in the air, and I saw one of them waving his whip around. The end slammed into the hind end of the pony on the other man's cart. The animal, rightly upset, kicked out. Normally, this wouldn't have been an issue, but the driver had been standing on the tongue of the harness system to shout at the other driver. The kick hit the tongue square, and the man, with a shout of surprise, fell back into the rear of the ponies.

That was too much. They reared up and lunged forward. The driver hung on the harness between them, while the reins drifted behind toward the wheels. The ponies pulled the cart forward at a run, scared by the yelling and bouncing on their rears that they couldn't see because of the blinders most horses wore to keep them focused on what was in front of them and prevent them from being spooked by movement on the side.

People were screaming and were running out of the way as the potato laden wagon careened through the crowd and into the market. A small cart full of apples was hit full on. Apples flew everywhere, to the distress of the owner and glee of more than a few of the watchers.

Horrified, I stared at the cart and tried to think of what I could do. Fire would make it worse and could kill dozens. Water wouldn't be much better. But entropy?

Trying to remember everything Carlyle had said, and wishing I'd already had the day of training with Miss Jerritts, I grabbed at decay. It worked on things like wood I knew. But I had to decide what to do. Hoping it was the right decision, I first hit the tongue connecting the horses to the wagon. The offer was wild and reckless, and I all but ignored what the price would be as I ordered it to rot away. It dropped and crumbled faster than I could have hoped.

But that almost made it worse as the reins wrapped up in the axle and shaft of the wagon, causing it to pull on the man, who was screaming like a banshee as he had body parts twisted up in the harness. I flipped my focus to the reins, relieved they were cheap leather. It rotted, freeing the horses and the man from the contraption.

The driver fell heavily to the ground as the ponies kept their forward motion. But he fell into the path of the wagon. Part of me wanted to groan, but there was no time. I hit the wagon wheels next. All four of them, causing them to rot as they turned. To my relief, the crumbling wood slowed the progress of the cart.

But not fast enough. It slammed into the driver as he lay on the ground, moaning. The rotting wheels hit him and disintegrated, dropping the weight on the wagon onto his body. His scream slashed through my mind, and for a moment I thought I was back on the battlefield with the sounds of cannons firing, rifles, and the scream of men and animals in pain and dying surrounding me.

There was a sudden stillness as everyone looked at what had happened, then people began to run. Some away, some forward. I just stood there, my mind blank, as I looked at the driver. He was about ten feet from me, and I could see the spoke that had impaled his chest. It wasn't survivable. That much I knew from seeing men wounded, dying.

I moved closer and looked down at him. Already blood was seeping from his mouth as he choked and spit up blood. Even now people were yelling for someone to help, but I knew unless there was a mage that could heal, there was no way to help him. I stepped even closer; the lessons Carlyle has taught me coming forward. The only thing I could think to do, to give him peace, was kill him. With a whisper of a thought, I froze his heart. He arched up, his back bent like a bow, then he just collapsed.

People were sobbing, staring, yelling, and I just walked away. It had been my fault, yet other than doing nothing, I could not think of anything else I could have done. My mind spun in circles the rest of the way home. I had taken no notice of my surroundings, but no one had been stupid enough to jump me.

I made it up the stairs to my room and just collapsed on the bed, staring at the ceiling. The man was dead by my hands. By my magic. The enormity of it slammed into me, and I realized how easily magic could be used to do truly horrible things.

And that maybe there should be rules and consequences for using magic.

And that maybe there needed to be people who could use magic to ensure that people followed the rules.

And maybe… This was my chance to be on the front lines of that force.
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Tuesday, June 13th

The next morning I headed to work, still feeling slightly sick at what I had done, but other than walking away, I knew of nothing else I could have done. Once at the club, I slipped into my uniform and stepped out of the employee room, only to find Colonel Lloyd standing there. It caught me off guard as Mr. Reese normally worked the morning shift, and the colonel rarely showed up until after lunch.

"Sir?" I said, watching him as I reviewed everything that had happened in the last week. But for anything here at the club, nothing stuck out as an issue I was involved with.

"Emmason, come with me." The man pivoted on his heel and headed back down the hall toward his office.

With a mental shrug, I followed. If I got fired, well at this point in my life I had an amazing number of options, so I wouldn't worry about it. The man strode into his office and sat in his desk chair, looking at me.

I went into a parade rest, waiting for him to address me. Any other reaction seemed out of place, even if neither of us was in the army any more.

"I've heard good things about you," he said after what seemed like an eternity.

That was not a question, so I didn't respond, just stood there waiting. A hint of a smile curved his lips, and he grunted in what I assumed was a laugh.

"I had hoped you were as trustworthy as both your letter of recommendation and your appearance indicated. The guests like you. You handled the incident with that scum well. And you haven't been tempted to pilfer either food, drink, or any of the money our members flash around." Colonel Lloyd said all this, watching me as if I was a strange creature he'd never run across.

As he still hadn't asked a question, I remained quiet, but what he said made me laugh. I might have been tempted if I was still living in the boarding house. Wages came at the end of the month, and I suspect many people didn't make it that far without running out of money. But I had the weird protective barrier that living in the Luck household provided. It was something I had not considered. It made being honest much easier when your stomach wasn't growling.

This time the smile at the corner of the colonel's lips tugged higher. "All that being said, I am sure you were surprised to see me as Mr. Reese normally works in the morning." To this I nodded, as that was an accurate statement. "Well, he had an accident last night, broke his leg falling down the stairs." I frowned, worried that it was a euphemism for something. The colonel raised his hand. "No, he wasn't mugged. He actually slipped and fell down the stairs in his townhouse. It isn't a serious break, but he will be unable to work for about three weeks until the bones have fused a bit more."

That made sense. I'd seen broken bones. As long as they were set and allowed to heal correctly, you could get away almost unscathed, except for the period where you did little but lie around or hobble with a crutch. But if you were smart, it was rarely a death sentence.

"I'm glad to hear he is okay, sir," I said, knowing that he needed to hear it. "Is there anything he needs?"

Colonel Lloyd shook his head. "No. I've already set up some supplies to go to him every few days." He must have seen my surprised look as he snorted softly. "I'm an officer. You take care of your men, and he is one of mine. But that leads me to you."

At this, I tilted my head. I was no longer worried I was in trouble, but why was he telling me all this?

"Mr. Reese and I had a long talk yesterday, and while I am going to extend my working hours for the next few weeks until he can return, we need someone here in the mornings that is responsible for the key. We would like you to be that person."

If he had slapped me, I'm not sure I'd be more surprised. My magic flared in me as a result of that shock, and it took me a minute to get my mind and the instinctive reaction to protect myself under control. Luckily, it looked like it was invisible to him, so I cleared my throat to give myself time to answer.

"Sir," I said slowly, wishing magic would solve this. The odds were Emmeline's magic would help in this situation. I had to rely on years of experience not pissing off senior officers. "I am honoured by the suggestion. But why me? There are others who have been here longer." And there were. At least three of the men I worked with, all older and sergeants in the military, had been here for years. So it made no sense that they would select me.

The colonel seemed to relax as I said that. "Oh? And who would you recommend?"

I froze at that. To be honest, I wouldn't recommend any of them, but they had been here longer, and if they weren't trustworthy, surely they would have been fired already.

"From what I've seen," I said slowly, as I felt like I was picking my way through a minefield. "Both Wilkes and Barret are decent employees." And they were. They showed up, they did their job, but they weren't exactly personable. Stuart Wilkes was a Moor and rarely said anything but yes or no. I wasn't even sure if he was married. While Ezekiel Barret usually was slightly drunk, he still showed up to work every morning. Though given the slight yellow cast of his skin and eyes, I was unsure how much longer that would last.

Colonel Lloyd nodded. "And you would recommend them to hold the key?"

I let a weary sigh escape my lips. "Recommend no, but they do have seniority."

By this point, the colonel was smirking at me, but it only showed by the twist of his lips at the corner. "And why wouldn't you?"

"Ezekiel Barret is a drunk, and I suspect he hasn't long to live, given his skin tone. Stuart Wilkes does the job, but he either is incapable or has no desire to remember anything. He can't even remember who likes what in their coffee and brings it out undoctored but with supplies each time." That oddly bugged me. There were only about two hundred members, and of those less than forty were here on a regular basis. It wasn't difficult to know who wanted their coffee and how they liked it. Part of being good at this job was being invisible, and Stuart never bothered. If he didn't work well in the back, I assumed he probably would have been released ages ago.

"And there you have it. That is part of the reason we aren't choosing them. Besides, you have the rare gift of knowing when not to stay silent. The shanghaiers, as a case in point." He never stopped watching me, and it oddly relaxed me. This man missed little, but I needed to make sure I didn't let my magic slip in front of him. He would catch it.

"Ah. Yes, I can see your point," I admitted.

"Good." He sat up straight in his chair and pulled a key out of his vest. "This will stay with you while you are here. I arrive by two o'clock most days. Before you leave, you will return it to me. If, for some reason, I am not here, come and put it in this slot." He waved me over and pointed to a locked drawer in his desk. "I am the only one with the key to that drawer, and the Vault key will slide in. Or if for any reason you need to leave before I get here, you place the key in here." The stern look made it very clear that should be an extremely rare circumstance.

"Yes, sir," I said, giving in to the inevitable.

"I or my personal valet will be here in the morning to unlock this drawer and give you the key again. Is that clear?"

I frowned at that, wondering why he or his valet would want to be here at six in the morning most days to hand over a key, but there was also no way I wanted to take it home with me.

"Yes, sir."

"Excellent. Here you go. I will obviously be here the rest of the day." He handed me the key, and I slipped it into the small pocket on my vest, testing it to make sure it would not fall out easily.

With one last nod, I left his office and got busy with my day's duties. For the first few hours, the key weighed an exorbitant amount, and I kept checking that it was there. But by the time I was to leave, I had almost forgotten about it. Only the weight when I pulled off my uniform reminded me. Yet another thing I needed to get into a habit of doing. With a sigh, I pulled it out and walked to the office. Lloyd was there, and I handed him the key.

"Done for the day, sir."

He looked up, his eyebrow lifted, and he glanced at his watch. It was already after three. "Ah. The day has gone faster than I expected. I can promise you tomorrow it will be my valet here. I'm not normally up this early in the morning." He took the key and slipped it in the slot. "I drop my own key in there as well. It keeps them safe if they are needed for some reason." He said that almost as if reminding himself. His eyes were bloodshot, and he looked tired.

"Just out of curiosity, sir, what if no one is here to get me the key, and a member needs into the vault?"

The colonel twisted his mouth in a wry smile. "Then, you distract them with whiskey or food and send a runner to my lodgings. It is only five minutes away for a swift boy, and I or my valet would then be here in another ten. Surely you can distract anyone for that length of time. Besides, most people don't need into the vault until the afternoon. They don't enjoy getting up early any more than I do."

I managed to not laugh at that, but nodded instead. "Yes, sir. Have a good evening, sir." With that I headed out, still thinking about all the changes in my life and wondering how to make magic more of a driving force.
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Tuesday, June 13th

After shedding the work clothes and rather wishing for a bath, I headed to Barclay's, enjoying the bustle of London. But my error in using magic yesterday still loomed large in my mind. The man had died because of the choices I made. Granted, if I hadn't, the odds were a lot of other people would have been injured or died, including him. But the problem was weighing what might have been with what I had done. It gnawed at me with the ferocity of a trapped rat. I'd distracted myself at work by focusing on pouring drinks, being perfect in every way, as if my future actions could make up for my past.

It was all a lie, and I knew it.

The guilt rose higher as I got closer to Barclay's and the desire to unburden myself bubbled. At least when I killed in the army, it was under orders. So someone else had to carry the guilt of those decisions. This time it was all me, and I had no idea how I felt about that. But if I followed this life, it would all be on my shoulders. I was the only person who would be able to guide my actions.

Responsibility.

It was something I'd tried to avoid quite a bit. I selected women past their prime to enjoy, not wanting to risk a child. Watching my mother for all those years told me how unfair it was to women. I made sure I did everything to the best of my ability so there were no consequences. And now - everything I did would have ripple effects on this world. Either I stepped up and accepted that, or I became like Ezekiel, hiding in a bottle.

Rage at the idea of hiding for the rest of my life and the lure of changing things, of being the catalyst that did things. Being responsible for what happened next.

Like Emmeline? Was she responsible for what happened to her? Did she want to be responsible for her own life?

That thought rippled through my mind, and I snorted in laughter. She would look at me and laugh. I knew she was more than willing to be responsible for her own actions and needed no man to be her protector. For her, the idea of being able to make her own choices was a stronger drug than magic.

The Barclay house loomed in front of me and I stood there, the decision made, but the knowledge of what I was agreeing to shook me down to my bones. I couldn't hide from the consequences of my actions anymore. Which meant acknowledging I'd killed a man yesterday. Maybe out of mercy or guilt, but I had still done that.

And I was at peace with my decisions. Mostly.

That was the part that settled into and made me realize I was done running from myself, from how my actions affected others. From the lessons my mother, Emma, had imparted on me. She had lived her life scared that the last bit of income would be the last and tried to figure out how to make more, all because of the earl's choices. My father and grandfather. Because she felt responsible for not being good enough. Now I wondered why she didn't hate Jontan Luck. But my mum never hated anyone. Her constant saying was, "You never know what monsters they face in their own life." Maybe she had known how awful the earl's father was? Or maybe she thought she'd escaped? I would never know.

But I was strong enough to face my own monsters, to face myself. There was no one to shrug it off on. I could kill and live with it. So be it.

I walked up the stairs to Barclay's house, feeling like I had finally found a place where I fit in. Or maybe I was comfortable with who I was for the first time ever.

I knocked on the front door. He had gotten the repaired porch painted, and it looked good. Now if he had some gardeners come out and take care of the front, the house would look good.

Carlyle pulled it open and nodded at me. "Afternoon Silas. Come in. There are some people I want you to meet." He waved me toward his study, and I headed that way. A bit of sitting down sounded good after a busy day and the walk. Besides, my realizations made a glass of whiskey sound wonderful.

Inside his study, an extra chair had been pulled in to supplement the two club chairs that normally sat in there, and the chair behind his desk had been moved to create a small grouping of chairs. In the two club chairs sat two men. Both were in their later forties or early fifties, and one of them was a heavy drinker from the red nose and burst capillaries across his cheeks. The other was trim the way Carlyle and Lloyd were. Either current or former military and still willing to do the physical training. Something I probably needed to take up again.

Carlyle behind me. "Gentlemen, this is Silas Luck. Jontan Luck's son."

The two men looked at me with sharp eyes.

"He means Luck's bastard," I said easily. All the revelations had made me much easier with that fact than I had been a decade ago. Then I was angry my mother had to deal with me alone. Now I was just glad my grandfather hadn't killed her.

"Please. He may have not formally acknowledged you, but you are in his house. Regardless of who was wearing a ring at the point you were born." Carlyle walked over and poured me a drink. "But this man is Captain Kelly Merrings. I've worked with him for years, even if he's a squid." He pointed to the man with the trim military build I recognized.

I accepted the glass and settled into the chair, looking the man over. With grey hair, lined and worn face, I could believe he had spent his career on the decks of ships. There were scars on his hands I recognized from the trips I'd taken from hauling on ropes and climbing poles.

"And this other reprobate is Richard Farns. He works for the London Police and has been stagnating as an inspector for the last decade." Carlyle indicated the man with the stamp of alcohol on his face. But then I had all too good of an idea of the horrors he saw. Men were sick and twisted more often than I wanted to admit.

But then, wasn't I one of them? The type that could kill?

They both were inspecting me just as closely.

"Carlyle has mentioned you. Said you might join him?" Captain Merrings said in a bland voice that he must have learned from the best.

"I came here to talk to him about his offer. He says I've learned most of what I can from him." I pulled on the heat in the glass, cooling my whiskey until condensation collected on the outside. Then I took a sip and savoured the cold burn down my throat. It was the best sensation, an icy burn from the temperature and the heat of the whiskey.

"So, does that mean it is a yes?" Carlyle was watching me, and I realized Rogaire was now sitting at his knee. How that creature could move so silently always surprised me. One minute he was not there, then he was. Maybe there was something else going on?

He must have trusted both of these men, so I went with his cue. "Yes. I'm in. Though obviously it would have to be part time." I didn't mention that I would not quit the East India Club until Kegan Reese was better. It occurred to me having character witnesses might be a good thing, and living up to my commitments was the best way to get that.

"Good. Kelly here is my interface into the Crown and what they need done. If I'm unavailable, you can get a message to him and he should be able to give you advice. As for Richard, well …"

The Investigator laughed, a low deep sound, and I realized the lines on his face were both laugh and frown. He apparently still had a sense of humour located in his body. "I am his aide when he needs information that he can't get via official channels. My jurisdiction is Kensington, Westminster, and Whitehall. It means if it involves the Crown, I have people in those areas that might have heard something."

I nodded, sipping the whiskey, but then flipped my attention back to Carlyle. "And you are telling me this because?"

The man shrugged, though it was with a smile. "I'm trying to save you some of the hard lessons I learned." He must have read my question on my face. "When you do this job, you can't talk to anyone. Your bed mates either don't understand or sometimes they are the job. You can't talk to your friends as you rarely have any, and your siblings tend to have ethics that don't play well with this job. So I've shared people with you, people you can talk to. It's easy to think you just keep it all in, but that eats you up inside and makes it so you can't do your job."

The memory of the spoke going through the drover's belly flashed through my mind, and I felt the muscles in my face harden. It must have been visible as Merrings laughed, but it was short and bitter. "That right there is why we are here. We won't absolve you of guilt, because sometimes what you did is the wrong thing, and you'll need to decide the price you'll pay internally."

"Then why talk to you?" I asked, my voice thick, and I took a large sip of whiskey, hoping to burn some of it out.

"Alternate options, sometimes just to see there weren't any. Talk about what went wrong, right, or what you should have walked away from." This time it was the inspector speaking. "The only thing we can promise you is that as long as you are doing it on behalf of the Crown, we won't drag you away in chains."

"And if I just need to talk about something?"

The men glanced at each other and shrugged. Richard lifted his glass. "We'll listen, but not promise anything. But I'll warn you, we're both bachelors, so if you want to talk about women, we'll listen, but I wouldn't trust our advice as far as you could throw us."

I barked out a laugh, suddenly feeling better. "I take it both of you have done work?" The way I said it made it clear what I was talking about.

"Yes," Captain Merrings said simply, and nothing else.

"Only the occasional thing," Farns replied, gazing at his whiskey. "I'm only asked when there is no one else that could work. Personally, I'm hoping most of that will devolve to you. I'm both getting too old and too well known. It would be easier to be the person covering up at this point. Who knows, maybe I'll finally get promoted." The three men chuckled at some shared joke.

As they laughed, exchanging looks, I decided to test them. There was no way to prove I was at fault, and their responses would tell me if I could trust them.

"Something happened yesterday, and I'm still unsure if my actions were correct," I said into the quiet that rose after they stopped laughing. All of their attention shifted to me, and I began to speak. I laid out what happened in straightforward statements, the consequences, and my ultimate choice.

They sat there for a few minutes when I was done. Carlyle broke the silence. "Told you."

Merrings snorted. "Indeed, you did. I need a refill."

Carlyle laughed and refilled our drinks while I watched them, confused at their reactions.

"At least that explains what happened," Farns said, rubbing his nose. "I'll tell you the death you gave the man was pleasant compared to how he would have died. I had a doctor there at the end."

"You did?" I asked, surprised.

He shrugged. "They call me on all the weird ones within the city proper. As for the rest. You only had a few seconds to decide. I think I might have used Time to stop the wheels, then the entire wagon would have just flipped there. But you don't have Time do you?"

I shook my head. "Fire is my strongest, then Water and Entropy."

"Yeah, thought that was what Carlyle said. Fire would have made it worse; Water only would have worked if it was raining. The rest of it is just the way the dice rolled. Those wheels could have gone a different direction. Though next time I'd advise just taking the axles out, the wagon would have just dropped."

"True. Or he could have just killed the horses. That would have done the same thing," Merrings put in.

To my relief and vague astonishment, there was no guilt, no castigation. Instead, the four of us sat there for the next two hours talking about different ways that I could have stopped the wagon with what magic I had available.

Right before I left, I asked. "So no telling me I shouldn't have done it?"

Merrings looked at me. "It doesn't matter. You made the choice; you live with the consequences. The only question is how to make it so the consequences are less next time."

Those words were ringing in my head as I headed back to the Luck mansion. How to do it better next time.
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June 14th - June 17th

The rest of the week flew by. I spent time at the Luck mansion, but in a change of pace, Duncan was out working and I was home. I had taken the week off from meeting with Carlyle and was instead doing a homework assignment. They wanted me to create a persona for each of the areas of the city they thought they might need my presence. It was an odd request, and I didn't know what to make of it.

Wednesday evening I found myself in a pub by the dock. There was a strong Irish contingent here. Rather than wearing the nice clothes Duncan had bought for me, I wore the most worn of the clothes I had when I got back into England. Grabbing a pint of beer, really watered down piss, I hunched in a corner, watching and listening.

A few of the men I'd worked with were Irish. While I couldn't speak fluently, I could curse in it quite well, which most of the time was the important part. There were rumblings, dark glances around, occasionally at me, and a feeling of simmering rage. As I saw people walk in and saw their very being change as they were greeted with cheers and Gaelic greetings, what Carlyle said settled into my mind, making more sense.

A man who looked three steps from dropping would step in, and there would be calls of 'Fàilte' from all over the room. The man would stand up straighter, energy would flood into him, and his steps became wider, more of a swagger. He would drop a decade and life entered his expression. It was a fascinating change.

I fit in, barely. Their clothes were rougher, thicker than what I currently wore. They also had more dirt on them, as if it had ground into their very skin. But I had the body language and the basics of greeting down, so they accepted me, especially if I mentioned India. The tan I'd earned there still lingered, though it was fading.

An hour was more than enough before I slipped out, thinking. The Irish were in three places: the docks of Whitechapel, the street traders, and Drury Lane. From Drury they then worked as day laborers or servants in Convent Garden, Saffron Hill, or Southwark. I thought about that as I headed home, taking back ways, and slowly improving how I walked as I went. But I kept my fire at my hands at all times, just in case someone got greedier than was good for their health. People here were desperate, and I wondered how much magic would change their fortunes.

I slipped in the servants' entrance, the cook, Lacey Hark, looking at me with narrowed eyes, but I just smiled. Once in my room, I stripped out of the clothes I wore, surprised at how much it felt like shedding a persona. If I was to listen to what was going on, I also needed to be where the people that hired or managed these men gathered. That set my plan for the rest of the week.

After work Thursday, I went to find a secondhand shop and made the woman's day. I got worn clothes good enough for managers or shop keeps, then another set that would match a labourer at the docks. My hands were callused, but not as much as theirs would be, so I also grabbed a pair of gloves worn and torn. Back at the mansion, I talked Mrs. Parland out of some scissors and a needle and thread. Her arched brow implied I had no idea how to use them.

"Mrs. Parland, I hate to destroy your image of me. But in India, I had to fix my own uniforms and take them in when I lost weight. For basic things, I can sew just fine." I didn't mention I'd had to repair them when a bayonet or bullet had torn through them, after I finished fixing myself.

She gave me another look, then sighed, handing over her sewing kit. "I's expect that back in one piece. Do you hear me?"

"Yes, ma'am," I said with a smile. Once back in my room, I added pockets, changed how the coats hung on me, and removed the fingertips from the gloves. A bit of charcoal rubbed into my nail beds, and they would look as grimy as anyone else's hands. The gloves would help to hide my overly soft hands.

With a smile I returned the housekeeper her kit and was rewarded with a biscuit fresh from the oven.

The rest of the week, I scoped out places to go and who I would be. One of them was a higher end pub where the men that gathered there were the owners or managers of companies that ran things on the docks or sold the supplies in wholesale that were brought in. They would let me know how the labour was working. I would portray a new manager of a company creating barrels for beer, meat, and other things that got shipped out. I would be there listening to my betters. My story would be, my uncle owned the place, but we were still working on finishing opening up, down in the India Docks.

For the labourers, there was a pub right off of the Twenty Acres docks that was mostly Irish. I could slip in there and say I worked in one of docks. I'd moved enough freight off of ships while in the army, I could fake that with no issue.

The street traders were the hardest. They didn't hang around in the bars, but went home and hoped they had enough to survive. There was no way to run a cart and become one of them, so I needed to think of something else.

With all of this setup, I headed over to Carlyle's on Saturday. The meeting with Emmeline loomed large ahead of me, but it seemed minor compared to the world of subterfuge and danger I was walking into. A world I was rather excited to be going into.

Rogaire again let me in, and I avoided wondering how he opened doors with no hands. There were some things that were best left unanswered.

"Need dinner?" Carlyle called. From his voice, he was in the kitchen.

I thought as I wandered back that way, Rogaire leading me. The odds were the servants were only doing cold foods tonight with all four of us out of the house. "Sure. What are we having?" Stepping into the kitchen, I saw he was dishing up two plates of food from a covered dish.

"Shepherd's pie, bread, cheese, and plum tarts," he said. The man looked oddly happy to have someone eating with him.

It sounded excellent. I helped him, and we carried the food into the study, settling down to eat with a small beer to wash the food down. Carlyle wasn't a huge fan of wine. Rogaire had his own plate, minus the plum tart. He apparently wasn't a huge fan of fruit.

When most of the food was gone, and we were down to the tarts, he rose to get us whiskey. Settling back down in his chair, he took a bite of the tart and then looked at me. "What have you figured out?"

I told him my plans for two of my personas, but the problem I was running into trying to track what was going on with the street traders.

"Hmm," he said, munching on the tart with his eyes closed. I recognized his thinking look and sat back to enjoy my tart. Whoever he had bringing him food had good taste.

"I think you might be over complicating it, or at least not leveraging what you already have available to you," he said, jolting me out of the pleasant haze of good food and good whiskey.

"Oh?" I frowned, trying to both get my mind back on track and figure out what he was talking about.

"You are Earl Luck's son. Why not use that? You have the right to join a gentlemen's club. Why not do one that is a bit more flexible? There are a few that have higher level police officers and the second and third sons that frequent them. That is what Farns does."

That made me tilt my head. "You said you know both of them, but they are mages you are teaching?"

He nodded calmly, and I frowned even more.

"How is it you ended up with two of the men you work with, both having magic?" My suspicions were on high alert. While I still wasn't sure of how many people were getting magic, that it was these two seemed unlikely.

"I thought that too. But back in the day, I worked with a lot of people. It's dwindled over the years. The relationship with Farns rekindled once he got magic and was shooed my way. Merrings I still saw monthly, mostly to reminisce. The thing that I find very odd isn't that, though." He had become pensive, staring into his whiskey glass.

"Oh? What is that?" I was curious, but I also had reason to fear coincidences.

"I had my magic awaken about a decade ago now. Merrings and Farns about eight years, though they did nothing with it for years. I'm the oldest person I know with magic. Rohan says his magic came in his early twenties, though he doesn't know for sure how old he is. Same with Miss Carlton. She emerged while in India in the presence of Rohan, which is what initiated their partnership."

I knew they were lovers. There was something about their body language that gave it away.

"But all the new mages are getting younger and younger. You aren't even thirty, and your siblings are younger. In the last five years, I haven't heard of anyone over thirty having their magic awaken, though there are one or two that have suppressed it for years."

I turned that over in my mind.. "It still doesn't explain the odds of those two, of all the other people in London, becoming mages."

"True. But I asked Rogaire, and he was as unhelpful as ever." His mouth twisted into a wry smile. "He said they were the most fit and would assist me best so they were chosen."

It felt like he slapped me. "Chosen? Chosen by whom? There is someone that is deciding who gets to become magic and who doesn't?" A cold twist of terror spiralled through my body. Who could possibly be trusted with knowing who to choose? And if so, what were their criteria?

Carlyle snorted. "According to him, it is a what. He says Magic chooses. I asked what Magic looked for or why, and he just flicked his wings at me. It's most annoying."

I stared at him; the whiskey much too light in my hand. Glancing down, I realized I must have drained it. That didn't explain the coldness in my chest.

"Magic is a person?"

~Humans are so dense. Magic is Magic. She is all knowing, all seeing, and works as She sees fit. Quit applying human constraints. Your mind is not capable of understanding what Magic is, much less what She does.~

The words appeared in my mind, bypassing my ears, and I recoiled so fast my head slammed into the barely padded back.

"And that would be Rogaire. You should feel honoured. The only other person he talks to on any regular basis is Rohan. For me, he rarely shuts up." Carlyle glanced at the creature at the side of his chair with a fond smile.

Rogaire just huffed out a lung full of air and got more comfortable.

"Oh." What else could I say? I still had issues with intelligent creatures, but talking in my mind was almost worse. Without asking, I got up and grabbed the whiskey decanter and refilled both of our glasses, then sat back down. After a minute, I cleared my throat. "I suppose if someone has to decide who gets magic, I am slightly more comfortable with an omnipotent being. Much better than a human."

"Oh, I've been informed she isn't omnipotent or omnipresent, or even necessarily a being, but she sees beyond our limited senses. And as I can do things that should be impossible," Carlyle held up his hand, and a flame appeared in it. "Plus, having a best friend that is a talking animal," The flame went out, and he reached down to pet the animal in question, though I didn't know if I'd ever be able to use that term again. "I can live with the idea of Magic having a level of sentience. It makes more sense to me than most human behaviour."

I choked back a laugh and toasted his statement with my glass. In that, he was correct. At the end of the day, it wasn't like I could change any of it, so why stress over it?


Twenty-Six
[image: ]


Sunday, June 18th

Duncan was moving slow that morning, so I went for a brisk walk around the block, planning out my approach for the gentleman's club. I might have to pull Duncan with me as validation for my rank, but first there was meeting my sister. A woman I still didn't know that well, yet I cared about. It was a disconcerting feeling.

We managed breakfast and then, due to the amount of limping Duncan was already doing that morning, we decided on a hackney. We were due at the chocolate shop a bit after ten, according to the driver. The traffic was heavier than normal, even avoiding the morning promenades in Hyde Park.

As I walked into the chocolate shop, the smell hit me, and I had to swallow my saliva. I had heard about chocolate, but had never tried it. In India, my favourite sweets had leveraged honey, cardamon, and cashews. Even after ransacking my memory, I didn't remember hearing anything about chocolate until I got back to England. Though as a kid in the poorer section of town, it would have had the same level of awe as a ten-pound note.

I knew some of the nobles served it for breakfast, but the earl seemed to have an issue with it. When I sent the invitation to Emmeline, I had thought it a pleasant treat for her and an experience for me.

"Here, there is a spot in the corner," Duncan said, heading toward the back. I followed as it let me sit so I could see the door, and there were three chairs arranged around it.

A woman in a shop gown with a neat white apron hurried over. "What would you like to order?" she asked, looking at us.

I had no idea. There was a menu on the board talking about chocolate bars, chocolate treats, chocolate with chili or cinnamon or orange. The selections were bewildering and part of me wanted to taste them all.

"A large pot of chocolate please, three cups." Duncan spoke with an absent assured voice, and it was something I would have to copy. I needed to go more places so the idea of doing something new didn't reflect on my face.

He had been quiet on the ride over, and I did not force him to speak. I had my own thoughts whirling through my mind. At the moment, however, the smells of this store occupied most of my mind.

The door opened, and Emmeline came in. There was something different about her. It wasn't the clothes; I recognized the dress from one she had worn before. As usual, the colour did little to compliment her. It was the way she walked and held herself. Ever since the party at Rohan's it was as though something had changed deep inside. She still had an air like she expected someone to yell at her, waited for it almost. But now it was preparing for a fight, not to run away. The earl kicking her out had proven to her she could withstand more than she thought.

After watching the way he treated his children, it made me promise myself that if I ever had children, I'd cherish them more than the earl did, regardless of their mother.

Duncan lunged to his feet, his eyes on her. "I am so glad to see you. Are you doing well? Where are you? What exactly happened? Is someone taking care of you? Who? You know it is dangerous for a woman to be on her own."

His babble as he held his hands out to her only resulted in a smile, and she pulled him into a hug that I envied.

"Duncan, it's good to see you. But yes, I am fine and I don't have a choice. You know the earl will not let me back into the house, so the best I can do is find a new way to survive." She turned to face me. I had also risen and come around the table a little bit. "Thank you for inviting me."

That she knew it had been my invitation was interesting. I hated that I didn't know how to treat her. With Miss Jerritts it was oddly easy, but with Emmeline I had the oddest desire to impress her.

"I wanted to make sure you were okay. The servants are keeping track of you." It was true, yet conveyed little.

"They would be. Either way, thank you for caring," she said as she sank into a chair.

I took her hand and squeezed it gently. "Of course, I care. You are my sister, are you not?"

Duncan was watching us as he tried to lever himself back into a sitting position while keeping his leg straight. "We ordered chocolate," he said, just as the waitress carried it over with a tray. "Ah, here it comes."

The woman put the pot and three cups with saucers on the table. I lifted the pot and started pouring. At least this much I knew I could do, as I had poured hundreds of cups of coffee and tea at this point. I might have to mention chocolate to Mr. Lloyd, sure that the members would enjoy that as an offering. There was also the added benefit that I could get the dregs.

"So you asked how I was doing." Emmeline watched me pour, talking softly but with steel in it. "I know I didn't sound furious Saturday as I was leaving, but the rage was so deep in me it had become part of me. Just the idea that I could be thrown away so easily because I wasn't what he wanted is enough to make me scream. And I will be getting what I am due from the earl, whether he wants to give it to me or not."

Duncan was babbling, the guilt he felt obvious from how his words tumbled over each other. "Emmie, I don't know what to say. I tried to talk to him, but he absolutely refuses to listen. He's cold and dismissive."

She lifted one shoulder in an elegant shrug. "That does not particularly surprise me, but I will tell you I plan on making sure he pays for that choice." I was busy with the cups so I couldn't see Duncan's face, but it must have displayed something. "What? Does that surprise you? What surprises you more, that I could or that I will?"

That was the sister I wanted. Strong and willing to challenge the earl. I was more than ready to help her.

"What exactly do you mean when you say you're going to make him pay?" He sounded anxious and part of me wanted to slap him. The woman wouldn't ask us to kill him after all. That wouldn't cause him more than a second of pain, and I suspected she wanted her pound of flesh.

She was silent as she looked at the chocolate in her cup. I had already taken my first sip, and I was in love. I needed all my jobs to pay me, as chocolate had just become my number one vice.

"Exactly what I said. Granted, I guess I need some information from you as well. And I need a favour." She spoke, then lifted the cup to her lips, a smile curving them as she tasted it. I understood exactly how she felt.

I resolutely set the cup down, gulping it would be a disservice. Instead, I focused on Emmeline. "What do you mean by 'make him pay,' and what could we do to help you?"

"I am sure you are unaware of my role in the household, Silas. I don't know if Duncan was, but I wrote the majority of the earl's correspondence. It was my responsibility to keep his books. I was involved in most of his business transactions, even though he never regarded me as anything more than a glorified secretary. But it does mean I know where all the money is kept, how much it is, and how little he paid in taxes. But while I could prove that, mostly it is what I will use for leverage. I am going to sue the earl for an entailment, and if I need to bring out the public tax records, I will. But that might bankrupt the estate."

"Taxes? What do you mean by that? And what are you going to sue him for?" I had to ask, as I wasn't sure what she planned to do, but I knew she was setting something up.

"I mean, he has been working with the Confederate States of America to import cotton past the blockade, and reported that most of it was deemed as damaged or not worthy. Therefore, he has not paid taxes on it to the Crown, yet it has gone to the mills to be made into clothing. There are a few other people that have worked on it with him. One of them would be Reginald, the man he tried to sell me to. But I will keep all that to myself, if he pays me what I would have received as a dowry, plus an extra amount for the damage he has done to my reputation."

I arched my brows. Nobility had lost titles because of tax evasion. It lowered the man even further in my estimation of him. But if she had that information, she could destroy him and possibly the earldom. I made a mental note to never get her truly mad at me. But I still needed to know what she needed. Duncan glanced at me, and I just nodded. Whatever she needed, I would do. Father or not, the earl left much to be desired in that role.

Duncan spoke to her, trying to convince her we were on her side. I sipped at the chocolate and thought. If she destroyed the man, and she had every reason to, I would be just fine. And this woman was my sister. It was literally my duty to protect her, and while the earl had failed, I had zero desire to.

"Here's the problem. If I do what I am planning on doing, the likelihood is that the earldom will be thrown into the face of the public, and the earl will be dragged through the mud. It will take a generation to repair the name, if he keeps it as a public fight. It won't work if both of you aren't standing on my side and saying he is wrong. Then there is also the fact that I am sure there will be smearing on both sides. You might be dragged into it as well. So I'm asking, will you publicly say that he should pay me the settlement I deserve as the daughter of an earl?"

I managed to not laugh out loud. It was as if she was reading my thoughts. "I have never cared about the earldom. I cared more about the fact that there was a family that I had never known. And if by some stretch of good luck that family might accept me, well that was more than I could've ever hoped for. Which means I would rather be at your side as myself, than without a family as an earl." Having a title would do little for me, and I wasn't sure I cared enough to fight to become the earl as a bastard.

Duncan, of course, ignored the idea of losing the title. He just wanted to live in his mind and create and use magic. If I had the ability to think the way he did, maybe I would feel the same. But that wasn’t where my skills lay. I saw the stress bleed off the set of her shoulders and in the way she relaxed her death grip on her cup. Had she thought we would ignore her needs?

She explained she needed us to grab the two ledgers he kept and his seal. She would make copies of them, but it would take her a few days. That didn't seem that hard to me, and Duncan said he could get it, but it all depended on the earl being gone, and he was due back this afternoon or Monday morning at the latest.

To my surprise, Duncan mentioned the earl was keeping large amounts of cash around. Emmeline dismissed it, referencing the man who the earl had tried to sell her off to. A snarl rose in my throat. The idea of throwing away a daughter, your own flesh and blood like that, still enraged me.

I scrambled for a question to ask her in an effort to control my temper. While it took a great deal to get me truly angry, once I was my anger was ruthless. It was worse now with the flames at my call. Anger called to me more than I was comfortable with.

"Miss Higkins said at the soiree that you might be a truth senser? I assume that means you have spirit magic. What exactly does that entail? I know you don't have the flashy elements like I do, but how is your magic going to help protect you?"

With Fire I was always safe, and I suspected Duncan could be more deadly than he thought, if he put his mind to it.

She avoided the question so completely, I was impressed. Emmeline said it wasn't what she needed to discuss here, and instead pulled out a document for Duncan to sign, creating a business that would allow her to purchase a house. Gender discrimination was alive and well in England.

She took a deep breath, relief flickering across her face. "I have to get evidence on him prior to filing the lawsuit. If I can't win enough money from him via the entailment suit to set me up for life really …" she trailed off, and I understood.

"You became a casualty of the social structure of England. I understand. Mother was always nervous when the end of the month came. Now I realize she was always wondering if the money would show up." I almost mentioned the payments from the earl's father, but I stopped that thought, shaking it out of my head. That wasn't anything they needed to know at this time. "Life as a woman without a man is dangerous. Even as I child, I understood that any man that wanted her posed a risk, even if she refused all of them to my knowledge."

She flushed. "You mother wasn't a …"

I laughed. "No. She received money monthly, and it was enough, barely. She took in sewing or watched kids for a bit of extra. We survived. As a kid I never thought about where the money came from." There were times it was hard. Only looking back did I realize how hard, but that money paid for lodging and food, more than many people had.

"Your mother was tiny and had blond hair, did she not?"

I started slightly at the question, remembering the portrait in the hall. Did the earl have a portrait of my mother somewhere? But I answered her, wondering if the truth would slip out. "No. She was the opposite of your mother in almost every way. She was a merchant's daughter and had done most of his trades until…" I stopped. What was I supposed to say? 'Until your father married her?' That would not go well. I just left it, letting them keep their assumptions.

She made a comment of surprise. Still believing the earl adored his wife, I let her, only mentioning it was complicated. Finally, Emmeline spoke again.

"Either way. It is not a life I desire, and I do not believe I am well suited to it." She gestured at her body with a disparaging smirk. "Hence the need to set myself up with a house and a settlement. I have thoughts on some long-term work, but until then I need a few years' grace."

Duncan spoke up, talking about money, and I leaned back as they discussed it. He passed her an enormous stack of notes that had me blinking. That was easily twice, if not three times, what I would earn in a year at the club. I did not understand the rich. But the look of relief on her face took me back years, to when mother would get that monthly stipend. That look I knew all too well. Another month of food, of lodging, of surviving.

As she shoved it in her reticule, the stress in her body bled off even more. I asked what else she needed from us.

"You already did it. Signing the business document and agreeing to publicly side with me was it. It was more than I hoped for, to be honest." She gave us both a smile that told me the earl was going to regret every lash of his tongue.

After that, Duncan went off on the work he was doing at the factory, and I sat back to listen, as it was the first I had heard of it as well. But mostly I watched them, and how they had accepted me seamlessly into their lives. Magic had enriched it, maybe changed it. But all I could do was be grateful they had not shut me out.

The earl was a fool.
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Monday, June 19th

Iarrived at work Monday, retrieved the key from the valet, as had become habit, and started my day. So far, I had only needed to unlock the room once, but I knew there was always a chance someone would need in. I replaced the candles near the front door—you never let them get lower than an inch—and heard the door open, so I dropped it in my pocket as I turned to greet the club member. To my surprise, that morning, it was the earl.

He walked into the club, and I was doing the door duty at the moment. Door duty involved in opening the door when hearing a knock, verifying their membership, greeting them, and noting in the book when they arrived. Jontan Luck walked in, holding out his member token, which I made a show of verifying. "Welcome to the East India Club, Earl Luck," I said smoothly.

I saw him stare at me, then he blinked and a flicker of surprise went through his eyes as he finally recognized me. Then it was gone. I had gone to bed early, after scoping out possible clubs I could gain a membership to, when our meeting with Emmeline had finished. So I had not seen him come home, though I saw the carriage when I left that morning.

"What is your pleasure today, sir?" I said smoothly. At this point, our relationship was still unknown if not secret, and I'd prefer to keep it that way. "We are still serving coffee and scones, if you would like some. Otherwise, it is still an hour before we have luncheon available."

"Neither at this time. I need access to the vault." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small key. I finally noticed the red ledger under his arm. One of the books that Emmeline needed as leverage to get him to agree to provide a settlement on her.

"Of course, sir. This way," I said smoothly even as my heart kicked up a notch, interested in what this meant. I turned and waved down another staff member to monitor the door as we headed toward the vault. Per protocol, I was to open the door, verify his key fit, and he pulled out the box, then step out. But I needed that book. But how?

I stopped at the door and opened it, stepping aside so that the earl could walk in. Taking a risk, I pulled the door mostly shut with me on the wrong side as he went to his box.

"Did you have a pleasant trip?" I dropped the sir. I was his son and could take that much liberty. At the same time, I pinched off a piece of wax from the candle stub in my pocket. The club bought the good candles made of paraffin. It burned cleanly, but was still slightly malleable. I rolled the bit in my fingers into a ball.

He looked up at me, as if startled I was there. Jontan pulled the box out and set it down on the table. I could see the little slit where the latch would pop up and lock. The boxes only used the key to unlock; they were supposed to lock automatically.

"Ah. Yes. I am headed to see the mess Duncan has created with my weaving factory." He popped open the simple lid and dropped the red ledger in, while pulling out the green. "You know, when you are ready to take your place, you can quit this job. It isn't like you have heard anything of any great use at this point." He had set the book down and stared at me. "Duncan won't care if you take the title."

I kept my face placid with effort. Knowing how much Duncan was trying to impress this man made me ache.

"But I would. Ask me again in a few months' time." I kept my face blank, wondering about the man who cared so little for his legal children. But I had no illusions that he saw me as any more than a memento of a lost love.

"I will never understand you young people." He turned and headed out. I grabbed the ball of wax and shoved into the little slot.

"Sir, your box?" My hand hovered near it, but I'd pulled it away before I spoke.

He waved dismissively. "Slide it back in. I want coffee and some food to fortify myself for what disaster surely awaits."

Before I could say anything else, he pushed the door open and was gone, an annoyed look on his face. I placed the box back in its place, then tested my wax. It pulled out smoothly. With a sense of trepidation, I pushed it back in, stepped out of the room, and locked the door. Habit kicked my feet into gear as I thought about how to get that book to Emmeline.

I moved back into the flow of serving and taking care of the members. The earl did not stay long. He had coffee and some pancakes, then headed out. I heard a mutter about dealing with the disaster at the mill. I took a moment to hope Duncan's work would be appreciated. Duncan was proud of what he was doing. It might have to be enough. Then I had no time to think until my shift was over. I handed the key off to Mr. Lloyd and escaped, though I knew I needed the key. The question would be how did I get that? Somehow, I thought I might have an option.

By the time I arrived at Mr. Barclay's, I was tired and sweaty. Nerves had kicked up my speed, leaving me in need of a cool rag by the time I got there.

"Must say, I didn't expect to see you here today, Silas," Barclay said as I walked in. Rogaire had opened the door for me as usual, though I made sure to shut it. Carlyle was curled up in his favourite chair in the study, a rich brown wing chair, a book on his lap.

"What are you reading?" I asked, sitting down across from him.

"Oh, an interesting book by a guy named Darwin. Not sure I agree with what he is saying, but it is an interesting theory." He watched me, letting me know he had noticed my avoidance of the question.

I made a mental note to look it up. I was learning the more you understood the world around you, the easier using magic was. It made me regret not having the education that Duncan did, but his magic seemed a bit more esoteric than mine. Setting things on fire was oddly easy.

On the way over, I had figured out a roundabout way to approach the issue. There were skills I was lacking, and knowing how to do things would make me more useful. I had come up with a few that I needed. One of which would help me get the ledger for Emmeline. But I needed to learn it fast. The earl would leave soon, as he rarely stayed at home long. If I could get all this done, I could get the ledger to her early next week. Maybe. While I wasn't watched with an eagle eye, I knew what every employee was doing at almost every minute, and I assumed they knew the same for me.

"It occurs to me there are some skill sets that I am missing. I am hoping you either have these skills and can train me or know someone that can," I said, watching him.

"And those would be?" Carlyle showed nothing more than vague interest. What would Emmeline sense from him? In many ways, she was the perfect spy. Better than I would be, at least for soliciting information.

"Lock picking, pick-pocketing, copying keys, lip reading, and how to get up walls faster." That last part was prompted by watching some urchins snag an apple and all but bounce up a wall to the dismay of the grocer chasing after them. But it occurred to me knowing how to move like that might be an enormous advantage. "And anything else you can think of. I suspect I won't know what I need to learn until I am hip deep in it, and then it would be too late."

Carlyle barked out a laugh. "Oh, I know that feeling. You never realize you need to know something until after it would have been useful. But you are correct." He leaned back, staring at me, but I got the feeling he wasn't really looking at me.

I settled back and waited. I planned on coming by Sunday and seeing Miss Jerritts. Entropy still caused me some issues. I wanted to play with the decay she had talked about, but something wasn't clicking in my brain about how to do it easily.

"I can show you how to copy keys. That isn't difficult, you just need the right equipment. The odds are Duncan with his transform would make it easy to copy them with the wax mould, and you'd be able to skip all the extra steps. Now lock picking. I don't know anyone off the top of my head, but I would be surprised if Richard didn't. He'll know someone who would be willing to earn some goodwill by training you. I'll see if I can round that up. Pick-pocketing?" He looked me up and down, but I wasn't sure what he was looking at.

"The pick-pocketing might be an issue. You are too old to ever be good at it, but again, Richard might know someone. Lip reading I have a book or pamphlet about that around here. Written by someone who lost his hearing during the Napoleon wars. Ex-military and had to figure out how to survive, so he learned to read lips. My suggestion is to take the pamphlet and go to a bar and watch. Close enough, you can catch words, but far enough that you can't easily hear. Work on figuring out what they are talking about."

I nodded. Those all sounded excellent.

"As for the last one. I hate to say it, but Richard again. If he has a name, I suspect you'll have to work at it, but the street rats are the ones that know how to do that best. I could never move like that with these old bones." He rose from the chair with a grace that belied his words, and I wanted to snort. Whatever Carlyle did, it kept him in better shape than me. I'd noticed I was developing a slight belly. Too much good food and not enough marching with a pack. I'd have to work on that. Maybe more running here.

Carlyle moved over to the wall of books flipping through things, his bookcases were not organized in any manner that made sense to me. After a few minutes, he pulled out a small pamphlet. "Here. This should work." He tossed it to me then went to another built-in wall of drawers at the opposite end of the library. I'd never paid much attention to them as it was just drawers and books were much more interesting, or his whiskey. He pulled open one drawer, then shut it and pulled out another. "Ah, here they are."

He pulled items out of the drawer and walked over to me. "You'll need to go get some fresh wax. Either paraffin or high-quality beeswax works best. Tallow is too soft and doesn't hold a shape well." He handed me two objects and sat back down.

Curious, I looked at what he handed me. One was a box with two halves filled with dirty wax. The other was a folded pack of what looked like weird awls or needles. I glanced back up at him with a look.

"So the first is a copy kit. The wax in there is old, so make sure you replace it. You fill it up until both sides are full and even. Put a key in and press them together. Here, try this." He dug into his pocket and pulled out a small ring of keys that I had seen before. They were to the doors of his house, the desk, and a few extra keys. They flew through the air toward me, and I caught them, noting Rogaire observing me. I still didn't know what to think of that creature, and it made me nervous.

With a bit of fumbling, I smoothed the wax out. It was old and a bit crumbling, put one of the keys in it and pressed. When I opened it and pulled the key out, the imprint of it remained. That was rather fascinating.

"Now normally there are steps to either then put a different colour wax in there, then carve, or make a copy in clay with liquid metal and more. But with Duncan, you should be able to shortcut all of that. If nothing else, it would make an interesting project. The other is a set of lock picks. I never got good at them, but they are yours to start with. Most of the good thieves I knew made their own."

The way he said thieves with a smirk told me he meant people who were like me, spies for the Crown.

"Thank you. I'll talk to him tonight," I said, honest thanks in my voice. This was more than I expected.

"I'll get a hold of Richard. Show up Sunday. Now unless you're staying for dinner, get. I'm headed out to my club to eat." He stood at that, giving me a look.

I laughed and headed back out, the key copying box burning a hole in my pocket.
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Monday, June 19th

On the way home, I grabbed both types of wax and played with making moulds. I could see how hard I had to press to make them sharp and clear. Now I needed to work with Duncan. The earl and Duncan were both at dinner, so I let the conversation stay on the mill and the work Duncan had done on the looms. Jontan almost seemed proud of Duncan. I did nothing to ruin the flush of pleasure that filled Duncan's face. He craved his father's good opinion, like a dog craved pets. But then I didn't know that I would have been that much different had I grown up with Jontan Luck. Even with the revelations, I wondered if he would have ever been a good father, or if his father had been worse.

You could only learn what you were exposed to, and I would have been very surprised if his parents had a loving marriage. It made me never want to get married, but then I knew a few officers who had wives that seemed happy. If their actions around the base had been reality.

I pushed off my thoughts and let the dinner continue. Then I headed up to Duncan's room. I knocked not ten minutes after dinner, while the earl was in his study reviewing whatever it was he reviewed. I knew he received income from the Luck estates, investments in companies like the mill, but otherwise I had little idea about the financial picture of the Lucks. Though he had provided me with an allowance that evening. It made many things much easier, including enriching my savings account.

"Come in," Duncan said, exhaustion still in his voice, though he had tamped it down during dinner.

I went in, shutting the door behind me. The last thing I needed was the servants or the earl figuring out what new skills I was trying to learn.

"Congratulations again. He must be really impressed," I said as I settled down on a stool in the room. He was in his chair, one stocking off.

"Yeah. The looms are going great. So what did you need? Sorry, I am beyond exhausted, and the bed looks amazing." He smiled at me, the shadows under his eyes backing up his statement.

I remembered that feeling back in the first months of the army. It seemed like I could never get enough sleep and Duncan had never been as active as I was as a child. I glanced at his leg. I'd never heard the full story on it, but now wasn't the time.

"I'm experimenting with some ideas and was wondering if you could help me with your magic?" To make things easier, I'd brought various items for him to transform, mostly tin, wood, and some lead. I wasn't an expert on what you could do with materials, but I knew the wax wasn't strong enough to handle the heat from melted metal, but maybe Duncan could bypass that issue.

"Oh?" He looked interested and perked up a bit, though he finished pulling off his other stocking, wiggling his toes.

I showed him the key box and how you could make an impression of it. "You could do other things too, like symbols and what not, a key is just obvious. Can you use Transform to make a substance liquid, then solid? Then fill up the mould with that substance to make a replica?"

He took the box and turned one way, then the other, opening it up to see the impression I'd created from a spare key to the back door.

"Huh. Let me see." He shut the box, then picked up the bit of tin. "This might work, but the key would be super weak. You'd need something stronger." He looked around his room. "Ah, can you grab me that candle holder?"

I got up and grabbed it. It was a simple one with a flat plate and looped handle for you to slip your fingers in to keep it steady.

He handled it for a moment, frowning, then the handle snapped off. "Yes, this should work," he said with a yawn. Duncan held the bit of brass above the hole where the outside part of the key sat, and stared at it, another yawn escaping his mouth.

I wanted to watch, curious about how this would work. The brass bit in his hand deformed and dripped into the hole flowing into it, a wave of heat appearing above his hand. "Interesting. It lets me reshape it, but there is still heat. It's just displaced." Sweat appeared on his face, not from the effort, but from the wave of heat. A little lump formed on the outside of the box and he stopped, the handle about half gone.

With a shrug, he handed the box back to me. He balanced on one leg as he pulled off his vest and shirt. I opened the box to find a brass key in there. It had a lump end, instead of a real key end, but there was a key there, just that easy. With a swallow I felt it and it was cool as could be. Prying the metal out of the mould, it took a moment but then it popped out, and I had a replica of the key I'd used. Comparing them, I could see a spot or two I might need to file down, but that was fine. I had a solution.

"Duncan, that is fascinating. If I get another one, would you be willing to do this again?" He was standing in his undershirt and trousers at this point, washing in the basin. I could see lines on his skin from where the dust and dirt in the mill had seeped through to his skin. The water in the basin was already grey from what he had washed off.

"Sure, I can do that. I'll have to remember that trick for making small pieces. Would speed it up." His voice was absent, and he swayed on his feet.

I rose. "I'll get out of here. We both have places to be in the morning." He gave me a sleepy grin as I left. With the box in my pocket, I headed to my room, my mind spinning. Everything else would need to wait until Sunday, but it would give me time to think about this.

The next morning, the box, with fresh wax, was in my pocket. The captain's valet was outside waiting for me.

"Here you go, Mr. Luck," he said, handing me the key.

I took it with a nod and headed in. Already some of the other staff were changing and getting ready. We had three hours to get the club ready. The cook had some snacks out for us, and I grabbed a roll as I headed out on my duties. The person I replaced was in charge of the main lounge areas, while others took care of the privies, washing dishes, and preparing the buffet area. My job wasn't hard, mostly wiping down, refilling lamps, candles, cleaning up anything the previous shift had missed, but it still took a while, as everything had to be perfect. Moving at good speed, it still took me two hours to get everything back to perfect for the doors to be opened. Today it took me an extra thirty minutes as the copy box and the key in my pocket distracted me.

Unfortunately, today was very busy with members at the door as they were unlocked. They chattered about more magical news, including speculation about royals and magic, but yet it was just that, rumours. The Parliament and the palace were silent on the subject. It raised the question in my mind if there were other groups like what Muni Rohan and Miss Carlton were creating. And if so, were they as wholesome as those I had fallen in with? I filed all of that away deep in my brain as something that needed to be thought about. And if so, what did the Crown know about? Was all of this or none of this sanctioned? That idea kept bouncing around the back of my mind for the rest of my shift. I never had time alone. I would need about three minutes to pull it out, put it in the box, then press firmly to make sure it had set, then remove it. The wax tended to stick to the key so there was a trick to getting it out fast and cleanly. The faster I went, the more errors I made.

But any time I was not working with members in front, I was in back with other staff members. Me trying to slip away would only raise questions. Even on my few trips to the jakes I didn't want to risk it, because dropping the key down there would be bad. Plus, Colonel Lloyd came in before I could take my lunch, and that was the end of my opportunities that day.

At the end of my shift, I headed home, thinking about what I needed to learn. I had figured out the first part, but the other items, while they had originally been covered to hide what I really needed from Carlyle, were still valid. The question was how did I resolve some of them? The odd double life of a servant and an earl's son made some of the options a no go. I thought about one of the things that Carlyle had mentioned. I had the right to join a gentleman's club, where the sons of nobility would go. That was something I had not done yet. The allowance the earl had provided would pay dues, as long as they were reasonable. And the East India Club was an older group, the youngest at least a decade my senior. Though I had my doubts that any of them would recognize me, even the earl had to take a moment.

As I headed in, the footman, Richard, stopped me. "There is a message for you, sir," he said, handing me an envelope. Since it wasn't on a silver platter, I assumed a runner had dropped it off.

"Thank you," I said, grabbing the note. It was from Carlyle saying to come by on Sunday, as he might have some information for me. That would work. It also gave a chance to see Miss Jerritts. There had been something about the way she spoke that made me think the situation of her employment was not as straightforward as she implied.

I set the notion aside and headed to my rooms, then realized that there was no way to dress correctly by myself for approaching a gentlemen's club, not that I knew for sure which one to approach. Stepping out of my room, I called for Richard. He doubled as Duncan's valet often, so I hoped he would be able to ensure I met muster. There were levels to how you arranged the folds of things that I missed completely.

After what seemed a ridiculous amount of time, he said I would do. With a sense of impending doom, I headed out. Richard, who talked to other servants in different houses, had provided the names of a few clubs that might work. I needed to remember that servants had an information network, one I doubted most people utilized correctly. With his suggestions in hand, I set out for one of the hellfire clubs that was tamer than others, called Swifts. It had been created as a direct snub to Jonathan Swift's comment against clubs, calling them "bane of half the English nobility." Mostly it was sons of viscounts and barons or second or third sons. Rowdy enough to be considered off colour, but most of them didn't have the money to go to any excess. That sounded about perfect for my needs, and I wouldn't hide who I was: Silas Luck, the bastard of Earl Luck. It would improve my cache, I hoped.
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Tuesday, June 20th

The membership was relatively easy, if expensive. To apply for a temporary trial was twenty pounds a month for the probationary period of three months. If the members accepted me after a three-month trial, the yearly fee was a hundred pounds. I cringed at that, but the earl's allowance, which he gave me up front out of a stash of cash in a desk drawer, let me cover that and more. From what I'd seen in the East India Club, my acceptance would be determined by how many drinks I purchased for others and my general willingness to pay the bill. This being an employee of the Crown had better pay, or I was going to blow through what I had quickly. The allowance was generous, not notable.

The club was much less refined than the East India Club. We had a stash of whiskey, brandy, sherry, and ports that the members could order from. Depending on the number of servings and the rarity of the bottle, it was added to their monthly bill. That was an aspect I had not been involved with. I simply noted it on their tallies, but Colonel Lloyd dealt with collecting. One of the first tests of the first week was to recognize the frequent members on sight.

I took my temporary voucher, a carved piece of wood, and entered. The place was much more ramshackle than my club, with obvious wear and tear that Lloyd would have never accepted. I followed the noise to find several billiard tables with people playing and some tables with casual card games going on. Most of the men were my age or younger. I took a seat and just watched. To my astonishment and odd relief, I recognized someone here. In the far corner, looking bored and a bit trapped, was Renford Foxglove. With a smile, I grabbed the drink I'd ordered—it made me look more like I belonged—here and wandered over.

"Good evening, Lord Foxglove," I said, stopping near him.

He looked up at me with a frown, then a smile quirked up on one side. "Mr. Luck. What are you doing in this place?" The way he looked around the place expressed his distaste.

"Working on expanding my social circle," I said with a laugh. It wasn't where I would prefer to be, but it was perfect for what I needed. That I had no desire to belong here struck me as slightly odd, but this wasn't the time to worry about my motivations. "But why are you here when you so obviously dislike it?"

He waved me to a chair, sighing. "I agreed to come with a friend, though I’ll rethink that status for the person." He nodded at a young man currently playing billiards, but from the way he wavered on his feet, he had to be well snookered.

"Ah. You are allowed to leave," I suggested as I settled down. This was perfect. One of the nobility was treating me like I belonged. That would settle it for a lot of the other men.

"If I left him here, he'll be taken for more than he already is, and his mother would never let me forget it. And since she is a friend of my mothers, I feel like I would owe her." He heaved a sigh. "Though why would you want this social circle? Duncan is much more interesting."

"If you can understand what he is talking about," I replied with a genuine laugh. I didn't resent it, I realized. We had different spheres of interest. "My education did not qualify me to keep up with his babble. He has been working at the mill a lot, updating machines. He has the earl's approval at the moment and is basking in it."

"Ah yes, the earl." There was something about his tone that implied what he thought about the man, and it wasn't flattering. I hid a smile behind my drink. "Did you get sponsored here?" He asked after shaking off his thoughts.

I blinked, looking at him. "No. I paid the fee to get a probationary membership."

Renford blanched. "Let's change that. Even for me, that fee is painful. I am sure you have other things to spend that sort of money on. Come on."

Ten minutes later, I was in as a sponsored member, which refunded me the total probationary fee, much to the distress of the money man. I still needed to be voted on in three months, but with Renford, I had no worries about that. Though since I had mentally dismissed the money, I earmarked it for Emmeline. That much had to be able to help her. We talked for a bit more, and he pried gently about the magic, but I left it as I was still learning and hadn't figured out how to use it as a tool the way Duncan was. Then I helped him get his friend in a cab.

Heading back inside, I was sought out by multiple people. Apparently, being on good terms with Foxglove was enough to set my social cache at the right level. I left an hour before dinner, still running through how to use these men. That idea almost stopped me in my tracks. Use them? Did I not want to be friends with any of them?

I pondered that on the ride home, but the answer was no. None of them had any responsibilities, or if they did they were avoiding them as much as they could. Though many were my age or older, they struck me as children. Much like Duncan did, though, that was changing slowly.

I removed the cravat for dinner that night, no need to wear it there, and settled into my seat. Duncan was there, looking a bit more disreputable. He still had lint in his hair and wounds on his hands. I mentioned my joining a club.

"Which one?" Jontan asked while eating the roasted potatoes.

"Swifts," I replied, applying myself to the lamb.

"That one? Full of reprobates, isn't it?" The disdain in his voice said what he thought of it. Not that I cared. I wasn't joining for him.

"Mostly younger sons, but as you haven't formally introduced me, they care much less about my social status and more that I am a Luck." I watched him under my lashes to see how he reacted.

A flicker of something went across his face, and he gave me a sharp nod. Then changed the subject because I knew he wasn't willing to publicly claim me right now and might not ever be.

"I must say I am rather pleased with the initiative you've shown, Duncan. I thought I would lose that loom, but instead, you've upped our production by a large amount, and the new fabric patterns are already proving to be very popular. When will you show someone else how to do it so you can quit acting like a lowly workman?"

From other rants, I knew he had no issue with a gentleman designing, even creating prototypes or master machines. But to continually work on them was demeaning.

Duncan shrugged. "It is extremely complicated and detailed. At this point, I don't believe there are any people in your employ that could build them. After all, you didn't build or create any of the looms you are currently using, did you?"

Jontan grunted. "True. Those were all ordered and shipped here. As far as I know, they were even set up the first time here. We had nothing to do with their assembly."

Duncan shrugged. "Which is why I need to be involved. It is interesting though, and I'm seeing other areas I could improve that would never have occurred to me had I not been in there on a daily basis."

"Oh, very well. But make sure those workers know you are not one of them. You are not there to be their friend." The earl went back to his food, not looking at either of us.

"I doubt that will be an issue," Duncan said, bowing his head and looking at the table. After that, the conversation fell back to the news from the Crown. The article in the paper and the proof of magic presented to Parliament dominated most of the conversations I'd overheard today.

"This magic stuff. I am unsure if it is the way the nation should go. It has suddenly appeared. What if we start to depend on it and it disappears? That is very unwise. At best, those with these so-called powers should be pulled into service for the Crown and used. If the powers are not harnessed, how will we know how to control those that have them?"

I gave him a look. "Is that what you think? They should be what? Treated like recruits?"

"Conscriptions more accurately. Most are going to be uneducated rabble. They need to be pulled under a firm hand and shown how to use it for the best purpose. Besides, power will always reside in the nobility. We should be the ones to decide how this should be used and make sure people learn what we decide they should." His eyes narrowed. "Because some people might get ideas above their station in life."

I didn't need to read his thoughts to know he was thinking about Emmeline. If he decided she had magic, that might be a very dangerous thing.

"The Irish will take any advantage that is given to them. If they start throwing Fire around, it could be bad. I am sure the Crown is being proactive in that arena." That was another question I needed to talk to Carlyle about. Were there other groups like us? There had to be.

Duncan threw him a bone, giving him something else to focus on. "And if the lower class can use Fire to heat their homes or food, it reduces the amount of resources they need. It could be a benefit in the long run."

Another grunt as he finished the main course, the potatoes, meat, and fresh green beans all making my mouth delighted. "Yes, some women have it. However, they have men who can control them, to ensure they use it correctly. Without a man to guide them, most women can't survive."

Duncan and I exchanged glances, his worry clear. I was about to mention running into Lord Foxglove at the Swifts club when Duncan spoke first.

"There is a new fabric that is becoming popular. I was thinking I could take one of the older looms, the ones that are different from the standard ones, and update it to make some of these fancy brocades. I think with some work we could create things equal to what is being shipped from the Orient."

That did the trick, and the rest of the dinner conversation was about fabric, money, and what needed to be done to update it. Duncan managed to get money out of him without much issue. Which struck me as odd. I would have thought the earl was more controlling of his wallet, but he almost acted as if money was endless, which gave me another thing to ask Emmeline about. If she had managed his ledgers for years, surely she would know.


Thirty
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Sunday, June 25th

After a nerve wracking week of work, I had copied the key and Duncan spared me a minute to make a working key for me. I had tested it quickly one day, opening the door with the fake key, not the real one. It opened the door to the vault, ensuring it would work. My stress level went down once that had been verified, and now I needed to talk to Emmeline, but it would be a day or so. She needed to get to her own place first.

Sunday after lunch I headed over to Barclay's, curious about my asks and looking forward to talking to Miss Jerritts. I had an idea about entropy that I wanted to ask her about.

The front door was being pulled open by Rogaire—and I still hadn't figured out how he did that—as I walked up the front steps. One of them still squeaked a bit. I would need to fix that. But overall the house looked much better than when I had first started working on it. I'd never be a master builder or anything, but the basic repairs would hold for a few years. He needed a good property manager or top-notch housekeeper to ensure everything was kept in good repair.

I headed to the study, where I could hear voices talking. Inspector Farns was there, as well as another man in a well-worn coat, who seemed very uncomfortable being in the house like this.

"Silas, come on in. You remember the Inspector," Carlyle said, nodding at the man.

I nodded at Mr. Farns, but my attention went back to the other man. He sat on the edge of the chair, and his shoulders were hunched. His clothes were worn and often patched. But I saw sharp intelligence in his eyes as he scanned over me. He had to be in his thirties, but the marks of hard living were obvious in the lines on his face and the slender build that screamed that food had always been an issue.

"This the duffer?" He asked with the rolling vowels of those who lived in the streets. I had spoken like that before, but Charterhouse had beaten it out of me. Literally.

"That is Mr. Luck, yes," Inspector Farns replied, a hint of amusement. "I promise you, Howie, this isn't a trick. It's what you owe me for all the times I've let you slide." His voice had a bit of steel under it, and I saw the man he called Howie blanch a bit.

"That's a truth. Ne'er could tell why ye did, but not arguing." He looked back at me. "He'll never be a good picker, too big. But maybe something easy."

Carlyle sighed. "I figured as much. But the safe picking?"

"Can ye hear?" Howie directed the question to me. I arched an eyebrow. Obviously, I could hear. He sighed and took out a tiny metal device. It looked like the letter U with a bar to hold it up at the bottom of the curve. "Watch," he said as he tapped it on the edge of the chair.

A low sound reached my ears, and I nodded slowly. "I hear that sound."

Howie glanced at Carlyle and Farns, who both shook their heads. "Too many explosions going on too close to me over the years. I do well to hear the bell when there are deliveries," Carlyle said with a half-smile.

I thought about it and realized the half-deadened world I would hear after battles was hearing damage. It was scary to realize it didn't always heal back. Luckily, I'd only been in a few battles, as both ammo and gunpowder had been too expensive to waste with too much practice.

"Then yeah, ye can probably learn. But it's an art, not a maths." He darted a glance at Farns. "We even?"

Farns laughed. "Not even close. But I know you, Howie. This'll keep him alive."

The small man—he really did look like a mouse with the brown hair, brown clothes, and twitchy appearance—shrank down even more. "Eh. I brought some practices. Ye had a set?"

I wasn't sure what he was talking about until he pulled out a long pointy object from nowhere. It matched one of the tools in the small set Carlyle had given me. "Yes," I said with a nod.

"Then come on. I ain't doing this in front of them." He dug in his pocket and pulled out two locks. Then he reached down to his feet and lifted a box I hadn't noticed until now. "We ken work in here." He headed to the workshop, and I followed after Carlyle flicked his hand at me to follow.

For all of Howie's twitchiness, he was an excellent teacher, which told me he'd probably taught this skill quite a bit. I resolved to be better at keeping my valuables some place safe. It was about pressure, steady hands, and he was right about listening. The box was a lockbox, and you could hear the pins move inside of it. He worked with me for an hour, then stepped back.

"Ye got the basics. All you can do te get better is practice. Now for the picking side of it." He stood back and held up my billfold in his hand. I instinctively patted the inside of my jacket where it had been, but indeed, it was gone.

"How?" I asked. My eyes narrowed as I looked at him. I knew the odds were it would be a few pounds lighter when I got it back.

"Distraction. ‘Tis te best weapon you got. If ye mark is paying attention to something else, they don't notice your hand." He handed me the billfold back, and I slipped it back in. "Now watch," he said moving over to me.

He walked into me, his shoulder hitting mine hard. "Oops, sarrie soir," he said, his accent drawn out. Then he stepped back and had my billfold again. I'd paid attention to the slam of my shoulder and missed his hand.

"I see. Is that why most of you work in pairs?" I'd seen enough street kids in India that I knew they could swarm someone and distraction was their strength.

"Partly. Makes it easier to be ‘innocent' iffen ya understand," he said with a smirk, watching me.

I huffed a laugh. Innocent just meant if they were grabbed they didn't have what they stole on them as they had already passed it off.

"So I'm not worried about doing this for a living. How do I do it?" I knew I'd never be as smooth as he was.

Howie looked at me, his face twitching in thought. "I'm assuming ye'll be some place with everyone being all fancy like? Ye'll be getting a reticule or other paper, ma'bee a necklace or other jewels?"

To be honest, I had no idea. But that sounded like a safe bet. At this point, he'd probably thought about it more than I had. I had mostly thought of getting a weapon away from someone. "Sounds' about right," I said slowly.

"Then there's two obvious ones. Iffen it's a lady, dance with ‘er." I must have looked surprised. "Ye dance, flirt, fluster her. Then she won't notice that yer hands are going somewhere they ain't supposed to, and it ain't te place she's expecting." He made hand gestures as if grabbing an ass, and my brain caught up.

"Ah. That makes sense." And I could imagine it. If you complimented and flirted and were handsy during a dance, she would be worrying about you taking liberties, not taking something off her. It was a good thing to remember. "And men?"

"Eh, get in their face. Challenge, poke. Act angry. Or bump into them when doing those fancy dances. Ye knock someone down, and are all busy apologizing like, helping them up. They're expecting to be touched, so they don't think nuttin’ of it. Always distract them. Now let's practice."

We did for the next two hours. And it was not my best skill. If I was in his face, or knocked him down, I could figure it out, but anything else he caught me every time.

"Ye too direct, distract with the left hand, as the right hand slips in." He sighed. "Ask ye boss in there to make you a practice dummy. Farns will have told him. It's your best bet. Tell him different bells so you can ring one but not the other."

The comment made no sense, but my temper was fraying, and I also suspected there were some things I could do with entropy that might make it easier. Have a button fall off or even a pocket dissolve. It depended on what I was trying to snag. If I ever used it the right way.

That thought sent a wisp of curiosity through me. Where was Miss Jerritts?

"That's about all I ken tech ye. The rest is up to ye and practice," he said, stepping back. "And I'm ready for my dinner." He turned and headed back to the study. After a minute I followed, only then noting the black shape in the corner.

"And how long have you been watching us, Rogaire?"

The familiar didn't answer, but I swear the dropped jaw was a laugh. Obviously, I needed to be more aware of my surroundings. Which meant paying more attention. Yet another thing to put on my list. It felt like I had more to do than hours in the day.

I walked back into the study to hear Howie talking. "Ye know what he needs. So up to him the rest."

"And the running and jumping?" Carlyle asked as I dropped into a chair. I was oddly tired, and my hands ached. The tiny movements required with the lock picks were exhausting after a while.

Howie looked more furtive and mouse-like for a moment. "I gotta boy. But he won't come here and says it'll be three crowns for him to teach anyone. A day."

"Where?" I asked. As that was the issue. It wasn't like I could do this here as anyone might recognize me or worse, the local bobbies might take an interest in what we were doing.

"Down in Southwark," he muttered, not looking at anyone of us. It was like he expected a pushback.

"That's not a problem. By the wharfs, I assume?" I said, watching everyone. This time I noticed Rogaire slip in. I swear he laughed at me again as I tracked him moving to curl up next to Carlyle.

"Yep. He'll find you. Wear a yellow scarf. Someone'll see you. Not weekends. He has other stuff to do then. Evenings."

I nodded. That was easy enough to do. And evenings were easier for me than other times.

"Then I'll be going. Inspector, sirs," he said, bobbing his head, and before I could say much more, he was gone. I still hadn't checked my wallet, but I was positive it was a few pounds lighter.

"You keep interesting company, Richard," Carlyle said with amusement. "Do I need to worry about him coming back and robbing me blind?"

"Nah. Howie's an odd duck. I ran into him a few years ago." He paused and shook his head with a laugh. "Oh, I guess over two decades now. I am getting old. He was the leader of a gang of kids. But what I found fascinating is they only stole to keep them fed and clothed and warm in the winter. He made all of them do learning and for the ones that got jobs, he set it up so they could save money yet help others. I caught him thieving occasionally, but t'was always food or rags. More than once, I ‘dropped' money. He's a good man. Still running the same thing, but now they have an actual house down in Ludgate, and he's where I'll send a kid I can't get into an orphanage." A dark look crossed his face for a moment. "When it comes to that, he's got more charity and kindness than most of the orphanages, as far as I can tell."

Carlyle snorted. "That doesn't surprise me." He turned his pale eyes to me. "Well, Silas. You learn what you needed?"

"I think so. Lots to practice though. Question: do you know where Miss Jerritts is?"

A flash of amusement flashed across his face, followed by a concerned frown. "She said she was unable to come anymore. Which makes no sense. She still gets her half day. But it isn't like I can force her to come. She still knows more than I do about how to use that particular skill."

It felt wrong, but he was right. There wasn't much I could do, and going calling on a spinster at her place of work would cause issues for her. So with a frown, I filed it in the back of my mind.


Thirty-One
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Monday, June 26th

Ihad no time to do anything with the key, so I kept it at the house, figuring having it on me when I shouldn't might raise too many questions. The membership had swelled as the army finished being disbanded. Many had transitioned to working for East India Trading, but many had called it quits. There were more men coming home looking for work, and I was glad the ship I'd been on had good winds and got me here before most of the other men. The skills you learned weren't always as applicable to other trades as one could hope.

But they hired a few other people, which meant when it was time for me to move on, I could without worrying about leaving anyone in the lurch. That Monday I found myself with a free afternoon to practice. The locks were still giving me issues, even if the only lock I needed to get past at this time I had a key for. Which meant I really needed to get the ledger to Emmeline so she could get it copied. When was a good time to get it to her and the timing worried me.

There was a knock on my door, and I frowned. It was still a good two hours until dinner. I doubted Duncan was home yet. "Enter," I called out, pulling a piece of parchment over the locks.

Richard opened the door. "Sir, Miss Emmeline is downstairs for you."

I had to laugh. Was she reading my mind? "Thank you. I'll be down in a moment."

"Very good, sir," he said, stepping back and shutting the door.

I pulled on my jacket and straightened my shirt. This would be the first time I'd really spoken to her alone. I headed down the stairs to the parlour where we first met. It seemed surreal that I now lived here, and she didn't. Even thinking about it could get my blood boiling, so I didn't. For now, she was okay and that would have to be enough.

"Good afternoon, Emmeline. What brings you here?" I asked after I entered the room. She turned to look at me with a slight smile as she settled onto a chair. If anything, she had become more striking. Her poise and eyes conveyed intelligence and purpose. The young woman scared of her father had disappeared, and this looked more like a woman ready to take on the world. I liked the change.

"You had mentioned that you met another mage that might be looking for a new position?" she asked in a direct manner that made me pause.

I just looked at her. What could she be talking about? "I did?" It wasn't the most intelligent response, but I spoke to mages so rarely the question made little sense to me.

"A governess, I believe?" she said, her brows creasing a bit.

Understanding flooded me, and I relaxed. "Miss Jerritts. Yes, I think she said her situation was getting untenable." Then the fact that she had missed yesterday and had cancelled her training sprang back up into my memory and the sharp punch of worry slammed into my gut. "Why? What are you thinking?" I glanced at her midsection, trying to decide if someone had taken advantage of her and she was with child. If that was the case, I was going to murder someone.

"Really? No, I am not looking for that reason." Annoyance flickered across her face and I flushed a bit as she continued. "I need a companion and thought if her charges were older, then this might be something she would enjoy transitioning to. I would also prefer a mage as a companion so this hits both marks."

My mind spun as I thought. I couldn't say I knew Miss Jerritts well, but at least Emmeline would encourage her to learn. "Oh. I would think so."

Emmeline looked at me, and I tried to think how to bring up the key and the ledger. The silence stretched as I discarded options. Admitting to having a key to a private vault could get me and her in a lot of trouble.

"Silas. What is her address? Or which family does she work for?" The exasperation in her voice yanked me back to the present, and I wanted to groan in embarrassment. She was going to have proof I was an idiot.

"Oh. I don't know. And oddly, she wasn't there yesterday for training. It is the only day she comes, and normally I see her. But not this time. Mr. Barclay said she had sent a note saying she would not be attending any longer." Even saying the words made the guilt spike harder in my stomach.

"Who knows where she lives? I would like to get this done as soon as possible. I still need to let my landlady know and see what else needs to be arranged for moving into my lease." Her words were matter of fact, and I knew I needed to quit avoiding the subject.

For the moment, I finished addressing her questions. "Mr. Carlyle Barclay would know. I can provide the driver with his address. You found a house?" That meant she had a place we could visit and make sure she was doing well. I knew Duncan would feel better being able to verify her health and safety.

"Yes. It is a nice townhouse over in Arlington. I'll invite both of you over when I finish moving in and getting it suitable for visitors."

"I would enjoy that." I started to rise, then forced myself to get to the second matter. "Remember when we were speaking about the ledger?"

Her eyes sharpened. "Yes. I had hoped to inspect it and verify what I needed to purchase."

"The earl deposited it in the safety room at the East India Club," the words came out in a rush, and guilt hit me as I saw her face withdraw into itself.

"That will make it difficult," she said in a soft voice.

Now to admit to the rest. "Maybe. I stopped his box from locking. I believe I can get to it." At the last second, I decided not to tell her about the key. It only incriminated her if I got caught. "But it would need to be placed back in the box at least a day or so before he returned. It would probably be safer if it was back as soon as possible, just in case he returns earlier." That would be bad, but I found it interesting he had not touched it since he deposited it. At least, not that I knew.

She hummed softly to herself as she thought. "If I can get it, it would take me about three or more days of writing, but I can get it copied."

"Then I would need to grab it the first day he left. At this point, we need to wait until his next trip, and I'll have to get it then." There was a weird rush of terror and excitement at the idea. Could I get in and out with it? The best time would be to return it around the time the club was shutting down. Say I came back for something I forgot and offer to help clean up. The plan fell into place as I thought about it. If I moved fast, I could get that done.

"Do you know which ledger he locked up?" Her words slipped in as I tried to figure out exactly how to do this. There were so many risks.

"The red one." The colour of the pain he had caused others.

She heaved a sigh that seemed to come from the soles of her feet. "That is one with the real numbers. The green is the one he hands to the Crown. Very well, the next time he leaves on at least a four day trip, can you get it for me?"

I took a deep breath and committed. My siblings mattered more to me than a man who had never been my father or a good husband to my mother.

"Yes. I can run it to your house. Then get it back there as soon as possible to replace it." I wouldn't fail her like her father had. I needed to be better than the man that sired us.

Her eyes caught mine, piercing and seeing much more than I was comfortable with. "What are you risking?"

"That is my concern. I choose what I do, but I'm sure I'll be fine." I saw the flinch in her eyes and then remembered she could hear lies, but I didn't change my words. If I wasn't caught, there was no danger. And if I was, well, I knew how to get work in other countries.

She nodded and rose with a regal dignity. "Thank you. Now if you would give the driver the address?"

"Of course," I said, rising with her. I followed her out, helping her into the cab, and gave the driver the address to Barclay's house. If I was lucky, she would get Miss Jerritts out, and the ledger would be easy to retrieve.

The thought kept me moving as the hackney left, and I headed back inside. Heading back to my rooms, I thought of the locks and everything else. It seemed like for all that I had spent my time as a child working very hard to avoid getting pulled into the petty crimes the less fortunate were sucked into, I was going to get into the bigger crimes that made the risks I'd taken in the army seem meaningless.

The better question was: after I learned these skills, what would I be asked to do with them? I looked at the clock and then estimated the time. If I headed out now, I could be down by the wharfs of Southwark by six. It sounded like a good way to get rid of the stress in my system and learn something else.

With my mind made up, I changed into my more worn and beaten clothes, and stole a yellow scarf from Duncan's clothes. He would never notice, as lately all of his clothes had been as muted as mine were now. Working in the mill wasn't a place for dress clothes.

I stopped by to let Mrs. Parland know I would not be home for dinner. I'd get something down there and practice one of my covers. That way I would accomplish multiple things at the same time.

Soon enough I was walking through London, this time paying attention to how I was treated dressed in workman's clothes versus when I went through in my nice clothes. It still amazed me, and I filed it away as yet more to be aware of. If you were an average-looking man with no distinguishing features, you could be anyone and they would never notice. People only looked at your clothes and listened to how you spoke.

Part of me wondered how many did this already, moved through the higher and lower rungs of society, a chameleon that people overlooked. And was I comfortable being that?

The grin that crossed my face as I headed into Southwark answered it for me. It sounded like it would be infinitely interesting.


Thirty-Two
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Monday, June 26th

No one looked at me twice as I made my way around the docks. Southwark was a busy area of town, even in the evenings. But at the same time, I needed to be noticeable, so I started walking along the wharfs that had lost some of their frantic business as dusk fell. The soot that was everywhere made the sun coming through the clouds gorgeous, and I stopped to watch it.

After the lessons with Howie, I'd made sure I only had a pound or two in my pockets. The rest of my money, still less than ten pounds, I had tucked deep into my boots, in my socks. If they could get my shoes off to pull out the pounds, they had earned the money. The money for my teacher, plus an extra crown for a beer, was in a different inner jacket pocket than my other money.

"Ye ter feller, wanna learn escapy ways?" A kid spoke from my elbow, and I managed not to jump again. The lack of observation was going to get me killed.

I turned to look to see a kid, probably about twelve or thirteen, all lanky arms and legs, with a cap pulled down low, worn pants and coat that had so many patches the original colour and fabric was impossible to determine. I assumed it was a boy, but I remembered my younger days. Some of the girls were just as wild and fast as the boys.

My words came out closer to my childhood days. "Yep. Ye gonna teech?"

A flash of teeth, just as grimy as the rest of him. "Got me fee?"

Smart kid, but I wasn't a moron either. "One crown now. Two when'er done."

"Prove it," he said, jerking his chin up in a challenge.

I dug out three crowns from my pocket. They lay on my hand, gleaming like bits of hope in the sun filtering through the smog. Before the kid could move, I flipped one to him, and wrapped my fist around the others. The kid caught the crown before I got the others put away and scanned it.

The coin disappeared somewhere, and he nodded at me. "Gud enough. Commen." He turned and trotted away deeper into the warrens that existed behind the warehouse and into where a portion of the workers lived. We travelled to where you could still see the warehouses, but they were now dark shapes against the sky.

The kid stopped and looked around, then nodded. The possibility that I was about to get jumped flashed through my mind, but I pushed it away. Farns had trusted Howie, and he trusted this kid.

"This'll how ‘tis works. I'm Jamie. Now te first ting ye need is to balance." He turned and pointed to some random boards and stones that lay in the alley, and I realized they weren't so random at all. "Tain't hard and ‘tis hard at the same time. Ye needs to jump and balance. Watch." He trotted over to the objects and lightly leapt up on them and ran from one to the other, jumping like a deer when they were too far apart to be a step.

It looked easy enough.

"Now ye," he said from the other side.

If this was all there was to it, I should be able to learn quickly. I started on the board and instantly fell off. The drop was only an inch or so, meaning there wasn't a great risk of injury, but still my pride twinged. I tried again and made it three steps before I fell.

I might have spoken too soon. At least I had kept the thoughts in my head and not opened my mouth. It turned out balance was a lot harder than I thought, and I was dripping with sweat by the time I made it through his little course without falling.

"’Tis the baby steps. Ye needs to practice or ye'll lose it," Jamie warned, but turned to the next part. "Next. Ye jump and push. See te line?" He pointed up, and I followed his gaze to where there were some clothes hung out to dry about twelve feet above us, from one of the first floor apartments.

I nodded, wondering what he was going to do.

He ran at the wall, jumped, placed his right foot against the wall and pushed off, going higher, and he touched the bottom of one of the shirts, then landed on his feet.

I blinked. That would explain the weird motions I'd seen and how they got over the wall so fast. The leap and push off was obvious and would have never occurred to me.

"Now ye," he said, waving at me.

I took a deep breath, ran towards the wall, planted my foot, and pushed myself over, ending up on my back on the alleyway ground. Already I could feel the unknown liquids and dirt on that filthy street seeping into my jacket. It encouraged me to get up quickly.

"Jump with one leg, pushing t'with te other," Jamie said, watching me with no expression. I had every expectation that his stories of the toff ending up on his back would entertain him and his cronies for weeks. But I got up and tried again.

And again.

After another hour of trying, I got the rhythm right and managed to touch the hanging shirt. Which was pretty sad as I was a good foot taller than the kid, and my arms had to have a six inch reach on him. The shadows were filling the alleyway, and he stepped back from me. At no point had he ever gotten close enough for me to grab, and I had to respect that.

"’Tis enough, getting dark, and that dangerous. Break sommeting," he said, watching me.

"Agreed," I said. We had spoken little overall, most of my sounds had been grunts as I missed or fell. I pulled out the two crowns and threw them to him. They arced through the air, and he grabbed them with a flicker of movement, the glints of promise hidden away. "I need to practice. Next week? Meet me same place?"

The kid nodded slowly. "Iffen ye better, will show more." Already he had backed into the shadows, but I could still hear him.

"Deal." I turned and found the warehouses and started back toward the Luck mansion, but I would find a pub to eat at first. My body ached with the effort to move in ways that weren't my norm. But I forced myself to remain aware of my surroundings, as opposed to sinking into my own thoughts.

Which meant I caught the scuff of shoes and a mutter as I reached the shadows—now darker than the hold of a ship—of the warehouses. I moved, putting my back to the wall as I spun and saw four men, two with wooden clubs.

"Ya looks lost. We'll help you with tat," one of them growled in/with a thick Irish accent, making it almost impossible to understand. That was fine. I didn't need words to understand what they wanted. But this time I was a bit more ready. I might not be the world's best fighter, but with Water and Fire at my disposal, I had skills that a prize pugilist didn't.

"Ye mighten want ta think twice bout tat," I said, purposefully making my diction worse. The last thing I needed was them to realize I was a toff. That flashed across my mind. Was I a toff? At this rate I wasn't sure who Silas Emmason Luck was anymore.

"Four o'us, one o'ya," he said with an enormous grin, as if I should be ready to plead for my life.

There was no chance of that happening. It wasn't like this group would have any contacts to share my status, if they ever found out who I was. Nor would they care.

"An I gots Fire," I said as I caused the air around my hands to burst into flame. It was always easier outside with the amount of crap in the air, but Fire needed no encouragement. It would burn at any chance. The offering was always smaller than anything else. One of the things Carlyle had made me practice was throwing fire and calling it both as huge, showy things and subtle little changes. This was a time for showy.

But rather than rear back, the man's grin just got bigger. "We's gots Fire too," he said, and two of the men lifted their hands and were holding flames.

I was torn between laughing in a mix of pleasure and excitement and thinking that I should be more worried. If nothing else, this was going to be a test of me controlling my abilities.

They lunged at me, and my time for thinking was gone. I threw Entropy at their clothes, drawing on what I'd learned to cause them to decay, but that would take a few minutes. I ducked and threw the flame at the leader. That surprised him from the squawk of surprise as he dove to the left. The others were still charging me. The air was thick with moisture being so near the river, and I drew on it. Causing it to pool into their clothes, slowing them down as the wet cloth dragged down. It also had the side effect of pulling at the seams and fabric itself that I had weakened with Decay.

My left arm went up to catch an overhead blow from one of them on my forearm. I crouched down, coming up under his blow to kidney punch him with my flaming hand. I sent the heat into his sopping wet clothes, and he screamed as the wet fabric was suddenly boiling hot. He spun away screaming as he was yanking clothes off, skin already turning bright red.

The one who'd dove out of the way was back up on his feet, the club swinging toward me. I grabbed the club with my right hand, shoving Fire into it hard, and it all but exploded into flames. He screamed as I could see blisters forming where he'd grabbed it. My own magic Fire protected me, but I still had the two Fire users coming at me.

They didn't seem to know how to throw Fire or use Water, which proved that education was important with this new magic. One of them lunged at me, both hands on fire, trying to grab my clothes and set them on fire, I guessed. I threw my arms outward, knocking his arms away, as I drove my knee into his crotch. He doubled over with a cry of pain, leaving the last one snarling at me.

"Bastage!" he cried, sending the fire into the other club he must have grabbed. He came in fast, swinging at me from the left. I caught the blow across my ribs, crying out as I felt something crack, but I slammed my arm down over it, trapping the club against me, then I pulled in on the heat that emanated from his body. In seconds, he was shivering and chattering as I filled the air around me with the heat he lost. He staggered away, so cold his lips were blue. The men stared at me, then they turned and ran.

I leaned against the wall, panting. There were going to be bruises across my forearm and ribs in the morning. I shook it off. Staying here put me at risk and there wasn't much I could do about my sore body. Luckily, bruises weren't fatal. With a soft groan, I stepped out of the alley and headed toward the area where there were pubs and stores. A drink and some food sounded wonderful, and if nothing else, the way I was moving now would cement my persona.

With that idea in mind, I headed toward one of the pubs with a high population of Irish. A beer and pie sounded like just what I needed. The odds of those men recognizing me were almost nil and even so, it just proved I was someone not to be messed with. That sounded like an advantage to me.


Thirty-Three
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Sunday, July 9th

Ispent the next two weeks practicing what Jamie had shown me, and after a week of making the household servants sure I was crazy; I felt much more comfortable jumping from place to place. The earl returned on Friday and the tension in the house went back up. Duncan just kept his head down and lips tight the entire time. He had barely talked at all since the day there had been an accident at the factory. But I let him be. There wasn't much I could do.

The earl had come home furious about something Duncan was doing at the mill, and I let them fight that out. It was about the looms and his changes or him not changing things. I wasn't sure, but it was loud and Duncan held his own more than I'd ever seen. I was rather proud of him.

Emmeline sent me a note Monday evening letting me know she had hired Miss Laura Jerritts and that after they moved, she would send an invite to visit. Just knowing the woman was okay made me feel better. The earl had stated a ball for an upcoming wedding would be in the future and that Duncan and I were both expected to attend. But we had at least two months, so other than getting a suit, there was nothing I would worry about now.

Sunday morning, I headed to Mr. Barclay's house, practicing my balance and jumping as I did. It was easy to ignore the startled looks, but I also took back ways, wanting a chance to practice my run jumps off walls and fences. It was there I learned what a small boy weight under seven stones could bounce off of and what a man easily over thirteen stones could were two very different objects. I would have to bribe Mrs. Parland to get my coat clean.

A bit wet and muddy, with my lesson learned, I continued on my way. Now I also inspected posts, walls, steps, and guessed if they could support my weight. It also gave me a very real life lesson, that if I thought I might need to run for it, scoping out the path beforehand for structural weakness just might save my life. It was a lesson that sank in harder than being aware of my surroundings. At least in that area, I felt I could handle myself.

Rogaire let me in as I followed my nose to Barclay cooking in the kitchen. It was the first time I'd seen him cook or even believed he could.

"Morning, Silas. Have you eaten?" He asked as he toasted bread and grabbed two eggs.

"I have, thanks." I settled into one of the chairs by the small table in the kitchen, just watching him. He expertly made himself toad in a hole toast and then reheated some bangers. I was a bit surprised when he put six bangers in a pan, but I caught Rogaire all but drooling with anticipation and kept my mouth shut.

"Got a message from your sister that Miss Jerritts has taken employment with her," he said, not looking at me.

"Yeah, same here." I was watching Rogaire watching Carlyle. It was amusing.

"You don't find that interesting?" His voice was too disinterested, and that caught my attention. I focused back on him. He was plating food at this point, and the smells awoke my mouth, but I still wasn't hungry.

"What do you mean, interesting?" He implied there was something I missed. That worried me.

Carlyle set the plate on the table for Rogaire and pulled out a chair for the familiar. Rogaire hopped up on it, sitting there as easily as a man would. Carlyle sank into his chair with his own plate. Rogaire neatly snagged a banger and inhaled it in two gulps. It didn't take any imagination to extrapolate that being a human finger or another organ. I felt sick.

I looked back over at Carlyle, who had a smirk, but I ignored that to pull my mind back to the conversation. If I ever needed to distract someone, I was going to have Rogaire eat sausages in front of him.

Carlyle shook his head a bit. "Think about it. If you were going to find a new place of employment, what would be the normal path?"

I did have to think about that. I'd really only ever worked in the army and at the club. Job hunting had been a new endeavour as an adult. "For me personally, assuming I wasn't leaving in anger, I would let them know I was leaving, give them a chance to find a replacement and ask for a letter of reference."

He nodded slowly. "And if you lived there?"

I thought about it. Living in my employer's house was a new concept. "I would then expect it to be a week or more, as all the protocols were observed and to give me time to pack and say goodbye. As a governess, you would literally be a part of the household," I said, my voice slowing as what he was saying clicked in. "But she left the same day, and Emmeline said she was with her and safe?" Alarm shot through me, and I found myself rising to my feet.

"Calm, Silas. At this point it is taken care of, but I will be very interested to see her next Sunday." His voice was mild, but I could hear a darkness in the words, and I wondered what else I might have missed. I spent too much of my life looking at the surface. While I could recognize where people were from, it was obvious I needed to look at their motives and the actions they took as well. I sank back down, a bit chilled.

"Good. Now that you realize it, you will pay more attention in the future," he said, focusing on his food. "How are your lessons going?"

I thought about that. "I'm barely better at the lock-picking. The only way to get better is to find some more locks to practice with. But I can open the ones he gave me. More practice will make me faster, which is important. And I'm understanding what you mean about designing your own tools. But rather than forge them, I think I'll talk to Duncan. He can create what I need with material that doesn't break or bend as easily." When he has time was the part I didn't say.

"That's a good idea. I had not thought of that. If he can design you a set that is stronger than most locks, that would be extremely useful." He looked thoughtful as he chewed on a piece of toad in a hole. "Duncan is a valuable resource, maybe one of the best you have for creating tools. What about the other aspects?"

I bristled a bit at referring to Duncan only as a resource, but shook it off to continue the conversation. "Well, the running and what my teacher calls escapy is going." I smirked a bit at Jamie being a teacher, but he was teaching me. "It's a lot harder to do what they do than I thought, and being under ten stones makes a vast difference too," I said with a wry chuckle.

"Ah, is that what happened to your coat?" Carlyle glanced at the jacket I had hung on the back of the chair to dry. The mud was already flaking off. I would need to sweep that up.

"Yep. I overestimated the strength of a post." I shrugged. "But I have a long way to go to do any of the moves they can do with ease, but already I can see that I'm better."

"Good. Now Howie mentioned you needed a test body, so I've got that set up for you. First, try to use it as intended and once you get to the point that you can pull it off sometimes, I'd advise you to see how you can use your magic to make it easier to extract what you are going for."

I had no idea what he was talking about. My confusion must have been clear on my face as he chuckled. "Come on. I'll show you." Carlyle got up, grabbed the licked clean plate from Rogaire as well as his own dishes, and efficiently washed all of them in the sink. I swept the floor of the flakes of mud from my jacket and shook it briskly outside while he did that.

Then he headed out to the workroom. Standing in the middle of the room, created out of what looked like a coat stand and a mop, was the strangest thing I'd ever seen. A suit of clothes hung on it. The mop created a frame for the shoulders, while a hanger supported the arms. There were little bells, like the kind that were put on horses' bridles around Christmas, sewn all over it. Small pieces of white paper stuck out of different areas on the suit, and it even had a waistcoat under the coat. I turned to look at Carlyle with a questioning look.

He settled down in one of the chairs, inspecting it. "Even though I helped make it, I have to say it is one of the stranger things I've seen. And not something I would have thought of. I'll have to recommend it to some friends when we talk about it. And it is much harder than you would think."

"What is the goal?" I walked around it looking and there were bells on literally every inch.

"For right now, get one of the pieces of paper out without making the bells chime. Like I said, once you master at least the basics, we can work on using your magic to make it easier for you." He seemed to enjoy this way too much.

Howie had shown me the basics, but that involved distracting someone. This meant never letting them know you were doing more than walking by. Rogaire came in and settled at Carlyle's feet, who instantly dropped a hand to scratch his head. I dismissed it and focused on what I needed to do. Get a piece of paper from a pocket without making a bell jingle. I could do this.

I could not do it.

Every time I pulled on the paper, a bell tinkled. I was sweating, annoyed, and ready to set the thing on fire after twenty minutes. And I should be able to do this as I was walking by? It wasn't possible. I stepped back in frustration; glad my jacket was still hanging up away from me. The waistcoat right now felt too restrictive.

"There is no way to do this," I said, trying not to snap. Maybe I should be happy with just working at the club or being the earl's dog.

"Oh, there is. Granted, I can't do it. But watch." He beckoned me to step back, which I did. Rogaire got up and walked by the dummy, his head nipping out to the side, then whipping forward as he kept walking. There wasn't a sound, but he had the piece of paper in his mouth that he dropped at my feet. I just looked at it, stunned.

"Did he use magic?" I demanded.

"No, or at least he says no. It is about smooth pulling and being relaxed, per him. All I can say is practice for another hour and then we can talk about ways to make all of this easier. Oh, and a female version is being set up as well, this one with jewellery for you to take."

I looked at him with a bit of alarm. "I am not willing to become a professional light finger." While this was interesting and a challenge, I had no desire to become a thief, and the idea of the Crown expecting me to disturbed me even more.

Carlyle laughed. "No, that isn't the point. But you might be in situations where obtaining a necklace or a bracelet might be more important than you think." He got a faraway look for a moment, then shook his head. "But that is for later. For now, I want you to practice. Then we can discuss the mission I have for you."

My world halted in its rotation as I looked at him. "A mission?" What had been a lark suddenly seemed all too real. "I thought that was months, if not years, away."

He laughed again, but I couldn't even take offense. "No. There is something I think you are uniquely suited to. Come see me when you can get a piece of paper free." With that, he stood up and went into his study, but Rogaire settled down to watch me.

With a sigh, I went back to practicing.


Thirty-Four
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Sunday, July 9th

By the time I stopped, I could at least get the paper out about half the time. I also found I could freeze bells, which after the first time Rogaire stared at me with such disapproval, I went back to doing it the right way. But I started to see what Carlyle meant about me using my powers to make it easier. A bit of cold on one shoulder and the person might turn their body toward it, letting a pocket gape open. A touch of decay made the fabric disintegrate and let whatever I was pulling on slide out without tugging. There were possibilities.

But I would never be a good pickpocket.

With a sigh of annoyance at my own failure, though part of it was large hands and being bigger than my practice target, I headed into the study, with Rogaire at my heels.

"Are you watching me to make sure I don't do anything I shouldn't?" I asked the creature, still very unsure how to treat him. Though I suspected always choosing respect was the right attitude. All he did was give me a doggy style laugh that I suspect was full of human level humour.

Carlyle was peering at some documents on his desk as I walked in, and he waved me into one of the chairs in front of it. Normally we sat in the other chairs in a talking area near the fire, but today it seemed like it was more serious.

"I take it you got the point Rogaire thinks you are acceptable?" he asked without looking up.

"I think I achieved poor, but he has zero faith in me getting better," I said dryly, dropping into the chair.

Carlyle looked up to glance at the familiar and snorted in laughter. "He says you cheat."

"It isn't cheating if it works," I countered with a grin. Carlyle matched it with his own smile.

"Now that is the right attitude." He looked back at his notes, then nodded. "I think you're ready, and I hope you are."

"Ready for?" I had a suspicion, but I needed confirmation.

"There is something that we need to figure out that you are uniquely suited to doing. The Swifts club you joined as Silas Luck?" he asked, watching me.

I nodded. It was yet another aspect of the life I was living, though some days I felt like I needed multiple names to handle all the distinct personalities. Though in retrospect, maybe I did. I was Emmason at the East India Club, Silas at the pubs in the warehouse district, and Mr. Luck at Swifts. Who I actually was, I had not figured out.

"They have a secret group I'd like you to infiltrate. I suspect they are mostly about gambling and drinking too much, but their stated purpose is to support Irish Independence," he said with a world-weary sigh.

I pulled back, surprised. "Why would nobility support that?" While the Irish rule wasn't always popular, it was more of a commoner and Irish idea that they should be independent. The nobility held the idea that the more land they could lay claim to, the greater the rents they could collect and the more money they had to spend. It was odd to see any of them vocally for the Irish being a sovereign nation.

"That is exactly the question. Why? I want you to join and find out why. It should be low risk, as you are only going to ask questions anyone would ask, but it will also solidify you as a member of the club in multiple ways." He glanced at some notes as he spoke.

I shrugged. It shouldn't be hard to do.

"Excellent. Here is the leader of the little group and at least three of the members that we are aware of. I would start with the members and see if you can weasel your way in." He handed me a piece of paper with a list of names on it as well as their roles.

"Is there a time crunch on this?"

Carlyle shrugged. "An answer in the next few weeks would be nice, but not as much. Consider it your test run. For this one, your brother will be the best resource as he moves in these crowds, no matter how much of a homebody he is."

"He has a friend, Renford Foxglove. He got me into Swifts and can also help with meeting people."

"Hmmm," Carlyle looked pensive, as if digging through files. "I know little about him other than he is interested in the sciences, but doesn't do anything that I know of, unlike your brother." I arched a brow at that, and he elaborated. "Duncan files patents and has a few attached to him. At this point, he should have the ability to make money in the next few years as a few companies are looking at them with interest."

That was something I had been unaware of. It was good to know and raised Duncan even higher in my estimation. Not that I wasn't rather impressed with him for all that he could be rather oblivious. He was a good man, and the changes since he started working at the mill were well done.

"I can start on Monday then. Though I fear my time at the East India Club is almost done." I could not quit until I had that ledger, though, for Emmeline's sake, if nothing else.

Carlyle nodded, but had a pensive look on his face. "It is useful, so I'd advise you to keep that position as long as possible. They don't realize who you are?" He watched me as he asked that.

I shrugged. "The earl has come in, but he made no mention that I was his son, and it isn't like anything I told them, or the references I provided weren't true. The two spheres of the men at the East India and at the other two places I frequent don't really overlap."

"And parties?"

"Come the beginning of the season, that might become more of an issue, but as that isn't until at least the beginning of November, there is time. The few parties I've attended have all been for the young and eligible, which most of them men have little desire to attend. Way too much chatter."

"Ah yes, I can understand that. But speaking of chatter, when are you planning on calling on your sister?"

The sudden change of topic caused my eyebrows to rise, but I shrugged. "At the moment later this week. I wanted to give her time to settle in. She only moved a while ago, and I suspect her household is still in a disarray given how officers' wives were upon moving households to India. It sometimes took them months to get everything arranged."

Carlyle chuckled. "Somehow I doubt Miss Luck will be quite as in disarray. When you see her, please pass my regards to Miss Jerritts. I have missed her company." He paused, then flicked his fingers as if making a mental decision and discarding something. "Let her know I will be out of town for the next few weeks, though. I am closing up the house but I should be back by the end of July."

"You are?" I asked, surprised.

"Yes. This is also to let you know. You can work on the information I requested, your run and jump training, and your lamentable pick-pocketing. I have faith you'll be at least not ‘puppy awkward' by the time I get back." The amusement in his words had me shooting a look at Rogaire.

"Puppy awkward, huh? I will be better by the time you get back. Doing anything interesting?" Even as I asked the question, I suspected it was not for fun.

"I need to run down a rumour and it will take me a bit to get that far in. Nothing too exciting, but you can never tell when things can go wonky. Never fear. Farns and Merrings have ways to contact me if needed, but really unless you find out they are planning to assassinate the Queen or something of that level, there shouldn't be an issue." He looked amused at the thought, and I agreed.

"Understood, but out of curiosity, if I stumble across something of that level, what would I do?" The odds of that ever happening were non-existent, but I preferred to be prepared for anything.

"If that happened, you would report to me. But if I'm not available, let Merrings know. He could figure something out if we needed it. Just make very sure you have details and some level of evidence if that occurs. It would be not unsimilar to tossing a match into a powder storage shed. The reactions will not be subtle."

The imagery made me laugh, and I nodded. "Good to know. Then I suppose I'll head out."

"Enjoy. I'll see you in a few weeks," Carlyle said with a dismissive nod.

I headed out, leaving him to pet Rogaire and finish packing. The docks called to me as it was only around two, so I showed up again, pulling the yellow ascot out of my pocket. Though this time, I'd have Jamie show me a way out that didn't have a gang waiting to mug me.

It only took a few minutes before I saw the young man pop up outta the milling masses.

"Ye been practicing?" he asked doubtfully.

"I have. Wanna see?"

He grunted at me and pulled me away from the docks. Once in the warrens of houses, storage, and fences, I showed him what I'd been practicing.

"Nay bad. But I see ye have a bit of a mess on ye jacket," he said, grinning at the jacket that clearly still showed the mud.

"Aye. Learned the hard way. What you can bounce off of, I canna." I said with a grin, and he responded with a laugh.

"I cen see that. Needs to keep some tricks to meself, I do. Fine. Now yous gonna learn to jump over tings." He led me over to where there were some rickety saw horses set up. I supposed residents used them to do woodwork on.

"Jump?" I asked doubtfully.

"Yes sir. Two parts. Getting over en landin. Landing is the first part." He pointed at a patch of ground that was mostly ground and not mud, which I appreciated. "Watch," he said and moved forward. He dropped into a crouch and put his right arm out, dropped his left shoulder, and rolled forward. It was a smooth, seamless move, and he popped back up to his feet at the end of the movement.

"Why?" I had to ask, and he laughed.

"Watch," he said again. This time he dove headfirst over the sawhorses, arms hitting the ground first and giving, and he just moved forward into that roll, never slowing down. It was like watching a circus performer.

"Oh," I whispered as my brain put it together.

"Go, both sides. Ne'er know when ye arm might be hurts," he said with a smile.

I proceeded to get very dirty, but by the time the sun started toward the sea, I was moving through both rolls easily.

"Kay, now for the easy jumps. Diving is hard, but that roll is goods fer tripping and avoiding something low."

That much I'd figured out, especially as I had tripped and almost naturally went into the roll. I even felt a bit more stable, oddly enough.

"Now watch." He put both hands on the sawhorse and pushed up, swinging his legs up and over it in a smooth move. "One." He did the same hands and push, but this time he put his left leg on the sawhorse and pushed up and over. "Two." Again, but this time, he only used his left hand and swung his legs over. "Three. These are the best for easy and over. Effen ye practice, ye can do the run jump, then this to get o'er a wall. Makes sure you can go either way."

"After all, you never know if you might have a hurt arm," I responded with a smile and then set to it. There was an odd grace to the movements, and after a bit, I saw how easy they were to do. By the time I was done, I could do one and three with grace both ways. Two required a bit more practice.

"That's it for today, I think. Now, if you could help me get out o'this area, without getting set on by a group of thugs, I'd appreciate it." I flipped him his crowns to his amused grin. A few minutes later, I walked out on a main street and headed home.


Thirty-Five
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Monday, July 10th

The tension between Duncan and his father made me think something had happened. From the annoyed look on the earl's face and the smug look on Duncan's, I assumed he had come out on top. I let them be, as sticking my nose into it would only undermine Duncan and complicate matters.

The next morning, I headed to work. The earl had been up when I headed out, saying if he got all his business done today, he would take off this evening and head to the country to check on the Luck estate and talk to the estate manager. After that, he would go to Liverpool to check on some shipments that should have come in from Ireland. I filed that away and fully expected him to either show up at the club today or tomorrow to update the ledger, but either way, I should be able to leave with the ledger tomorrow morning and get it to Emmeline. I would have to see if I could stop by and see her this evening. It would let me check on Miss Jerritts.

I moved through the day with quiet efficiency. The lunch crowd today was larger than normal, so I kept busy refilling glasses and ushering multiple people into the vault. Business of the day, allowing no time for thinking, may have been why the sudden agitation took me by surprise. Men were talking and dropping their papers, grabbing jackets, and heading out. In the space of fifteen minutes around one in the afternoon, our numbers had dropped to about ten people.

Confused, I approached one of the more personable members. A retired major, he treated us like non-commissioned officers, so he didn't mind questions as long as they weren't stupid ones.

"Major Bennings?" I said as I looked around at the abandoned plates and drinks, something I'd rarely seen, at least more than only one or two.

He was staring at the wall, but obviously seeing his memory, not the rather bland wall. "Hmm?" He shook his head, his short cropped greying hair barely moving as he refocused on me. "I'm sorry, yes?"

"Is there something going on? Where did everyone go?" For a moment I had wondered if there was something wrong with the food, but that usually involved complaints, not everyone leaving.

"Ah, yes. There is a big fire down at one of the mills. Total loss from what I heard. Many deaths and I can't but imagine the profit loss will be obscene." He still seemed distracted. "Burning to death is a horrible way to go," he said absently.

Fires in the various mills or even warehouses weren't unusual, though they rarely became completely involved. I took a deep breath, pushing away the pang of worry. The odds of it being the mill Duncan was at were small.

"Any word on what mill?"

"No, sorry. Just that there might be rumours of Irish sympathizers being involved. They are normally at the shipping end of things or the boatyards." He shrugged. "But I think I'll head out too." His eyes held shadows. "A walk in the fresh air sounds like the right choice."

"Thank you, sir," I said with a bit of relief. He headed out, and I started cleaning up, pushing the incident out of my mind. It made the rest of the day rather quiet. As usual, Colonel Lloyd showed up about two and took charge of the key. I worked for another hour, then headed home. I needed to change if I was going to visit either Swifts or Emmeline. The walk back, the air seemed especially full of burnt smells, though the smell of cooked meat was making me hungry.

I slipped into the backdoor, my clothes meant coming in the front would have been unwise. To my surprise, I walked into the hall to witness an argument between the earl and the housekeeper, Mrs. Parland.

"You don't understand, sir. He's not there. He was naked as a sheared lamb in the yard and about as witless. I had to order the maids to ironing, while Geoff went out and helped him. He looks like he was burned all over. His hair is gone, and I don't know what happened to his hands and feet." Her voice had an odd shrill to it, I'd never heard before.

I stepped in, pulling my coat off and looking at the two. The earl had a thunderous expression on his face, fury causing the muscles in his jaw to pulse, while Mrs. Parland seemed torn between wringing her hands and going on a full rampage. I suspected the only thing that kept her voice remotely polite was needing to keep her job.

"He has to be responsible for the damage at the mill. One of his stupid inventions must have gone wrong. I want to see him, so I can choke the truth out of him. Do you have any idea of how much me trusting him has cost me? Has hurt the Luck fortunes?" The earl was almost roaring, and I placed all the pieces together with a sickening snap in my mind.

Without thinking, I moved forward into the fray. I stood taller than the earl and was in better shape than him, so the fearsome snarl he directed my way mattered not to me.

"Mrs. Parland, what was wrong with Duncan?" I asked.

"What does it matter? This is his fault, and I'll take the price from his hide," Jontan snarled. He sounded like he was moments away from foaming at the mouth.

"The entire membership scrambled out. Did you see the building fire? Did anyone say it was his fault?" I stared at Jontan, using my scant inch more and extra bulk to stare him down.

"No. I was at my other club. An acquaintance came in and saw me here. He let me know the warehouse had burned down and was a total loss, as was all the equipment. I came home immediately. It figures he was here, hiding from his own actions." The contempt in his voice filled the room with a miasma that was almost physical. I was curious which club he'd been in, but many of the nobles belonged to multiple clubs, but if he did, what did he keep at the other location?

Mrs. Parland's hands clenched into fists as she stood there. She closed her eyes, inhaled sharply through her nose, then snapped them back open. "I ask that you both go up and look at him. He is in bed asleep. It will take more than opening the door to wake him after the dose I gave him. If you look at him and feel you need to assault him, feel free, but I will serve my notice. If you go up there and see how bad off he is, I expect an apology." Her jaw was locked as she stared down the earl.

He seemed taken aback by the housekeeper's words, and I saw the doubt flicker into him. "I will go look," he said and headed up the stairs. His energy had lessened as he climbed up. I nodded at Mrs. Parland and followed him. To my impressed surprise, he didn't throw the door open like I expected. He stepped in—I was a shadow to him—and we stared at the figure in the bed.

Duncan lay there like a life-size doll. He must have moved a bit as the blankets were shoved down and he had the arms of the shirt pushed up. His hair was gone—only patches remained—his skin glowed a painful red, and his bleeding nail beds left streaks of red-brown across the sheets. His eyes were sunken, and even in his drugged sleep tears slipped down his face in silver lines.

"Bloody stars. He was in the fire?" There was a measure of concern and horror in his face that assured me he was still human.

I wasn't sure he'd been in the fire, but I knew the signs of reckless offers, desperate to do something. "Did any people die?"

Jontan paused. "I … I don't know. We should let him sleep."

It had to be the first tender thing I'd ever seen from him. I stepped back, and we closed the door quietly, heading down the stairs. Mrs. Parland stood there with a hard look on her face. The earl sighed.

"You were right. He looks burned. I'll leave him be."

She gave him a long look and then bobbed her head once in a sharp nod, turned and headed back to her domain. I noticed he didn't apologize, but she also wasn't stupid enough to push for it. Admitting she was right was the best she was going to get, and she knew it.

Jontan headed to his study, and I followed, feeling shaken. Before we reached it, there was a knock at the door. The footman moved that direction, but Jontan waved him off, a weary expression on his face. He pulled it open to see a constable standing there.

"Earl Jontan Luck?" he asked, scanning the man.

From the side I could see the earl stiffen and his face shutter. "Yes."

"I'm Officer Penstreet, sir. I was sent by the fire captain. You are one of the owners on record of the LME Cloth?" He waited for the answer, and I saw more than heard the sigh.

"Yes, that would be me." He just stood there, waiting.

The constable cleared his throat. "My lord, there will be an inquest as the current count of bodies is twenty-three, of which five are children under the age of thirteen."

The only reaction I could see was a slow blink, and deep inside I prayed he cared more than what he let see.

With a clearing of his throat, the constable continued. "We have reports from multiple witnesses that it was started by rabble rousers throwing dynamite into the mill, protesting the Irish issue. The speed at which it caught fire is being investigated as it spread at an unprecedented rate. But what is raising many questions is the current state of the building. The fire stopped when it somehow became petrified wood. Once that happened, there was only a small amount of fuel left for the fire to burn as the fabric went up first and quickly."

A long, low, shuddering breath slipped out of the earl. "I see. So the fire was caused by outside actors?"

"Yes, my lord. That much has been verified. The rest is under investigation."

The earl nodded. "Please keep me informed, and if they need me there for a statement, I will make myself available."

"Thank you, sir." With one more glance at the two of us, the constable gave a sharp nod and turned and headed back down the street.

The earl shut the front door with exquisite care and turned to head to his study. I followed, not even being subtle about it. I figured that knowing which way he was going to explode was for the best. He stopped at the sideboard by his desk and poured two glasses of scotch. One he set down on the desk, the other he kept in his hand as he moved around and sank into the chair.

I accepted the unspoken invitation and sat, picking up the glass. When I closed my eyes, I saw the wreck of what had been a handsome man not twelve hours before in my mind. Would Duncan recover from this? I took a sip, letting the burn wash through me for a moment. I sent up a prayer to whatever might be listening for all those who had died in that fire, and I wanted to shudder. Fire was a horrible way to go.

"He did that, didn't he?"

I looked up to see the earl looking at me with eyes that hid something in their depths, but I was unsure what.

"Start the fire? No, you heard who started it." I wasn't sure what he was asking. Did he think the constable had been lying?

"No. I mean the petrified wood. He did that. He tried to stop it."

The words hung there, heavy in the air, and I weighed my options. Finally, I fell on the side of the young man upstairs.

"Yes. He changed it. I suspect he was trying to stop the fire, but couldn't. Then he tried to save people. How else do you explain the burns everywhere, and him being naked when he got home?" I personally thought he hadn't reacted fast enough, or figured out what to do, or didn't have enough offering, or a million other little things. After the incident with the wagon and all the things I could have done instead, I wouldn't judge him for what he did. The last part was to direct him away from what price magic had and instead make him think Duncan had gone in himself. It couldn't hurt.

Jontan nodded slowly, his face still an unreadable mask. "Good for him." It was the last thing he said. I left the office after an hour of him just sitting there staring at the window and went to change. My desire to go to Swifts had died. Instead, I slipped into clean clothes, got a pot of tea, and took up residence in Duncan's room, just watching him. Tears still ran down his face even in his sleep, though he made no sound.

Just who was he crying for?
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Ispent the night watching Duncan sleep and getting a bit of rest myself. I had already sent a message to the Colonel that I would be unavailable Tuesday due to a family issue. The only reason I was staying there at the moment was to get the ledger for Emmeline. After that, I would probably quit. The allowance from the earl was generous, and I had set aside a decent amount to keep me if everything went sideways. Then another small lump to give to Emmeline.

A sound pulled my attention to the bed, where Duncan was blinking and moving. He had lifted his arm and stared at it.

"How are you feeling?" I spoke softly, not sure he was truly aware of his surroundings.

He just stared at his arm, opening and closing his hand. There was a low keen of pain that I don't think he even was aware of.

"Duncan?"

This time, he looked at me. "What happened?" It was a thick croak of words, but it sent terror to my heart. Had he forgotten everything? What happened at the mill?

"Do you remember the mill and the fire?" He pulled back, pressing against the pillows as if I'd hit him.

"Oh no. Sarah." Sobs ripped out from him to my shock, and I leapt to his side, not sure if he was crying due to physical or emotional pain.

"Duncan? Duncan," I said, gently touching his face. It was still as red as the rest of him. I had no idea what he'd done; suspicions, yes, but I didn't know. Still, it didn't take a genius to recognize survivors' guilt. I'd seen it often enough on the battlefield among the survivors of one battle or another. "It wasn't your fault."

"I should have stopped it," he sobbed. "If I had been better, smarter. If you had been there, you would have stopped it."

At least now I knew what to say. "Duncan. Listen to me. The constables were here and this morning they delivered a report. They didn't say so, but I suspect magic was used. Their comments were ‘an unknown accelerant' caused the fire to spread with ‘unnatural' speed. Duncan, someone had Fire magic. They pushed the blaze hard and fast. I don't know that anyone could have stopped it. It was the perfect weapon, and they used it as such. It wasn't your fault." That report had been delivered this morning, and I had poured over it. The earl had read it, given me a look, but said nothing else.

Duncan just sobbed harder, and I sighed. He needed to rest, to heal, and sleep was the best option for him at the moment. Mrs. Parland had prepared a cup of cold tea with drugs and honey in it. "Here. Drink this," I said, pressing the glass to his mouth. He drank without resistance, and in minutes the sobs had stopped and he was asleep.

With a sigh, I left the room. Only time could heal him. The afternoon had set in, and the earl sat in his study, but not looking at anything in particular.

I leaned on the doorjamb, watching him. The issue with Duncan seemed to have changed something deep in him, but it was as if he didn't know how to deal with that change.

"He woke. I gave him more to let him sleep, but I think he'll live." I didn't say if I thought he'd be sane when it was said and done. That was something only Duncan would be able to say.

Jontan nodded. "Very well. I'm leaving on Wednesday. I had planned on leaving today, but…" he trailed off, then shrugged. "There is paperwork I have to finish filing today. We are paying for all the funeral services for the dead workers and providing their families one year's salary … at the new rate." The words seemed pried out of him.

I lifted a brow, surprised but impressed. "That is generous." I kept my voice noncommittal. Not wanting him to change his mind.

"Maybe. We are also making a fortune from whatever was done to the building. The strange wood is almost extremely strong, yet brittle if hit at a certain angle. This is creating a bidding war for the pieces. It won't replace a year's worth of production from the new looms, but it will enable us to build it again. This time with some of the new looms Duncan designed in there from the start."

His face didn't change, and I had no idea what he was thinking or feeling. The man who I thought I knew was a bit more complex than I thought.

"Very well, I'm off." I pushed up and a flicker of interest lifted in his eyes.

"Where to?"

I shrugged. "A gentlemen's club. Trying to meet my peers. After all, I am an earl's son, am I not?" It was a slightly veiled challenge, but he just nodded.

"That you are." He said nothing more, but sank back into his thoughts. I filed it in my head. If the ledger was there tomorrow, I would get it to Emmeline tomorrow. I'd stop by her house this afternoon on the way to the club and let her know. A spark went through me. Had anyone even told her about Duncan? I would have to do that as well.

An hour later, dressed in the manner befitting a gentleman, I headed out, directing the cab first to Emmeline's. I caught her coming in, making my timing perfect.

"Silas, how nice to see you. Please come in." She ushered me into her house, and I took a moment to look around. It was a basic townhouse with another one on the other side. It didn't feel like her, but I could see the signs of them slowly changing things. But mostly I was glad to see Miss Jerritts.

"Miss Jerritts, it is good to see you." I scanned her over and while she was thin, she looked well.

She smiled and nodded as Emmeline pulled us into the parlour, ordering tea with a look. The way she commanded the people around her amused me. She'd come so far from the beaten down young woman I'd first met.

"It is nice to see you, Mr. Luck. How is Mr. Barclay?"

"He is good, but I'm sure he'd love a visit from you. He was worried."

Miss Jerritts smiled again. "I'll see what I can do. I'll let you two talk." She nodded and headed upstairs.

Once we'd settled, Emmeline pinned me with a stare. "Silas, not that I'm upset you came to visit, but to what do we owe your presence? Honestly, I was surprised Duncan visited as soon as he did."

The reason for my visits rushed back to me, and I felt like a cad. How could I have forgotten? Berating myself, I cleared my throat, trying to work up how to say this. At least he was alive. There were many others that had not been so lucky.

"Did you hear about the mill fire yesterday?" I asked, watching both of the women.

Emmeline furrowed her brow, then nodded watching me with a wary attitude I'd seen in beaten animals expecting another blow.

"Duncan was involved," I said, managing to speak past the well of emotions that seemed to have lodged in my throat like a wad of concealed porridge.

The blood drained from her face as she gripped the cushions of the couch she sat on, but she didn't say anything, just waited like a teacup on the edge of a table, about to fall.

"Duncan was not burned, but multiple people died, and he tried to save them. He stripped his hair, nails, and skin trying to stop the fires. He woke up this morning, but I suspect someone he cared about died in the fire. Emmeline, he isn't well." I didn't have the words to explain how bad he looked or how deep this grief went. How did I explain survivors' guilt to someone who had never been in that sort of situation? Maybe I was underestimating her, but she had never seen people killed. There was something different after you had lived through that.

"Is the earl still there?" she asked quietly.

"Yes. He is even … almost impressed by Duncan, but he is planning on leaving tomorrow." Of everything, maybe that was the one good thing to come out of it. Anything that made his son have more value in his eyes had to be a good thing.

"As soon as the earl leaves, I'll dart over and see him. Do you know how long he will be gone?" Emmeline was still pale, but there was a bit of steel in her voice that did me good.

"At least a week, maybe more, as he put off leaving today, which was originally his plan. There are issues with the mill fire. Which brings me to the next question. Are you ready for the ledger?" That had to be done before I quit my job there. The allowance the earl provided was more than enough and at this point I had enough saved that I wasn't too worried about money. Though what came of Emmeline's plans might change that.

"Yes. If you can get it to me, I will need three days at least. After it is returned, I'll need the other ledger."

Which I had no idea where it was, as the earl had not locked it up with the other one. "I will see what I can do, but I don't know where that ledger is at the moment."

She smiled. It was that of a hungry tiger. "Duncan thinks he does. If you can get me both at the same time, that would speed it up greatly. But we'll need him conscious and able to think."

And who knew when that would be "Right now he is sleeping and healing, which he needs. The servants are keeping him dosed with laudanum, which is helping, I think." If he decided to live again. I'd seen men curl up and die rather than face an altered reality.

She nodded, once more in command mode. "Very well. Let me know what else you'll need."

Tea was served, which provided a distraction for us all.

"Right now, just for Duncan to feel better. I am giving him time. Though I do need to leave relatively soon. I am out running an … errand for my teacher." I would not care about being a member of Swifts, except it was a part of something bigger. And me sitting in the bedroom watching Duncan did no one any good.

We talked a bit more, and I mentioned Miss Jerritts was welcome to come back for more lessons once Carlyle returned, then I headed out. There was a club I needed to make the rounds at.

When I arrived, I sailed on in as if I belonged there, which I guess I did. I doubted I would be lucky enough to find any of the men I was looking for immediately. I needed to establish my presence here and become ingrained in everyone's memories as a member and someone that belonged here.

But I needed to figure out who these men were. Once in and settled with the paper, I flagged down one of the employees, feeling strangely odd to be on this side of the interaction.

"Yes, sir. How many I assist?" the man asked. A year or so older than me, I had to swallow down the intense discomfort. In another world, I would have been nothing more but the man in the serving uniform.

"Yes, I'm looking for a few gentlemen. I'd love a chance to get to meet them. Lord Lingbaten, Lord Spartan, Lord Mansher, or Mr. Porlan? If they arrive, could you let them know I am looking for them?" I said it all in my best upper-class voice. My vowels got sloppy if I wasn't paying attention.

"Of course, sir. Lord Mansher is here now. Should I send him your way?"

Mansher was the son of a baron, so even as a bastard, it put my rank higher than his.

"That would be wonderful," I said with a smile, even as I quailed trying to figure out how to make this work.
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Aminute later, two men dropped into the seats on each side of me. The quality of their clothes, something Duncan had taught me, told me who was Mansher. He was a shortish man, with light blond hair, the fair skin that reflected every prurient thought, and a look on his face reminded me of a puppy, desperate to be held.

He held his hand out to me. "Nelson Mansher, and you are?" His voice was friendly, and he all but radiated that puppy energy.

I accepted and shook. "Silas Luck, glad to meet you." He shook my hand like someone who'd never done hard work in his life, which was not a surprise. Even Duncan had done more in his workshop.

The man sitting next to me leaned forward and shook my hand as well. This was a firm shake, and I smiled at him as I tried to put what I saw into a picture that made sense. He was taller than Mansher, but not as tall as me. With short dark hair and a stronger build than the stocky fatness of Mansher. But what caught me was the powerful grip. That was a man who'd done manual labour, and the way he scanned me reminded me all too much of Carlyle.

That thought stayed in my mind as he introduced himself. "Chris Porlan. I'm in an exclusive group with Mansher, and thought I'd tag along. Not much else to do now that all the excitement with the fire is past." The smirk of amusement implied more than he said and gave me something else to think about.

I smiled, though the excitement had been little fun for me. But his comments gave me an in. I could go one of two ways. "An exclusive group? That sounds interesting. I have to admit I thought these gentlemen's clubs would be much more interesting than well…" I cast my hand about in affected disinterest. The members around us were playing cards, talking quietly, drinking and reading the paper. Nothing very exciting.

"Ah, it probably won't interest you," Porlan said, before Mansher could respond. "It's a wee bit political."

I grabbed the opportunity with both hands and cursed that the people who set the fire which had brought so much pain also let me get closer to my targets. "I get that. But then I wasn't the only one to smirk when I realized the Irish rebels had struck a blow for their own self-rule. I'd like to buy the man a beer who tossed those bombs."

The words coated my mouth with the oiliness of a lie that I hated, and I kept my fingers crossed that no one here was a truth mage and could tell I was lying through my teeth.

Mansher's face lit up like a puppy who had just been offered a treat. "That is amazing. It is how Wilson and I feel as well. It's why we started our club Whiskey Free. We have enough going on with India and the colonies. We should let Ireland be. It isn't like they've got anything of value there besides Gretna Green." He barked out a laugh at his own humour, and I kept a smile pasted on my face.

"That's in Scotland, Nelson," Chris said with a bit of a snap to his words.

Nelson Mansher shrugged, the critique rolling off of him. "Same difference. We have this group all about the Irish and their freedom, but we don't want people to know, so it's called Whiskey Free. After all, both the Irish and whiskey should be free, don'tcha think?"

I laughed partially at his earnestness. The man had no idea what he was talking about, but his enthusiasm was all there.

"Now that sounds like a great club, and absolutely whiskey should be free." That much I could agree with. The rest was a bit more complicated. But that wasn't why I was here. I just needed to find out how serious this little group was.

"See, Chris. He's perfect. You have to come with us Thursday night. We are slumming it at one of the pubs near where the Irish work and buying drinks for them." Mansher almost sparkled with excitement.

My first thought was that they were idiots and the fact they were still alive was impressive. But then a bunch of young toffs would be hard to make disappear and why ruin a good thing if they were buying the booze?

"There are dues, and as the newbie, if you come, it'll be up to you to buy the drinks," Chris said, his voice dark. I wasn't sure if it was because he didn't trust me or if he wanted to sound mysterious.

"Sounds like a fun time. What are the dues? I've got money right here." I dug in my pocket and pulled out the pound notes I‘d been very careful about not spending.

"Uh, a hundred pounds," Chris said, his eyes on the notes.

"Chris? That doesn't soun-" Nelson started but Chris cut him off.

"I talked to Percy. He said we had costs that needed to be covered, so they'd gone up." At no time did his eyes leave the notes I was counting out.

I wanted to ask him if he was crazy, thinking I'd waste that sort of money, but that would not be who I was pretending to be. But at this rate, Carlyle needed to foot some of this.

"Here you go," I said, handing him a pile of notes and putting my much smaller pile back in an inner pocket. Hopefully, the earl wouldn't ask what I had spent it on. I'd have to lie and say gambling. I rarely gambled. It was a waste of money I had to work too hard to earn, but maybe that was why the rich gambled. It wasn't any more work than earning it had been.

To my vague relief, Mansher was the one who took the money, and Porlan didn't seem surprised, but I would swear he had plans for it.

"Welcome to Whiskey Free," Nelson said with a huge smile. "You'll love this. We go out shooting and drinking, and then we try to help the Irish with their resistance."

He sounded so innocent and earnest that I wanted to laugh. Instead, I tried to ask a general question. "Any particular group of the Irish?" There were multiples but the ones that were in the news the most right now were the Fenians.

Nelson shrugged, looking a bit lost and Porlan spoke up, his attitude disarming. Maybe if he had started out this way, I would have believed him. "We use our funds to help various groups. No weapons, of course, but with food and lodging when needed."

I nodded, as if that made perfect sense. "Sounds great. Where should we meet Thursday?"

"Meet at Blackfriars Bridge at seven. We will go to a pub there and support the workers with drinks on us." Nelson seemed excited, and I wondered darkly how much of his money he'd have left at the end of the night. They chatted with me a while longer, then both of them pled previous social engagements and headed out. All the clubs were relatively quiet this time of year. As the cold came in the activity would pick up. Right now I wanted more information from someone in this social circle.

I grabbed a cab and directed him to Renford Foxglove's townhouse. I paid more attention now and could see the area he lived in was nicer than where Emmeline was, but not as nice as where the Luck house was. The variations of where you lived meant more than I would have ever suspected.

Walking up the steps, I hoped he was home. Calling unexpectedly at seven in the evening wasn't normally done, but Renford had a few things on his side and I wanted to tell him about Duncan. This man seemed to be the closest thing he had to a friend.

He was in and, to my relief, agreed to see me. He was in his study, sitting on a chair in what was obviously his stay at home clothes, no waistcoat and only slippers on, a stack of books next to him.

"Ah, Silas. I was confused for a minute as my staff absolutely knows who Duncan is. Please sit. What brings you here?" He looked curious as he focused on me. He glanced at the butler still standing there. "Would you bring us tea and some vittles?" Renford looked over at me. "Are you hungry? I haven't eaten yet and your presence reminded me of that fact."

I shrugged. "I haven't had dinner and you know men, I can always eat."

He laughed and said to his butler, "A light repast for two please, and some whiskey. The decent, not the good."

I didn't blame him for that. Good whiskey could get expensive, and contrary to the social group's wishes, it wasn't free.

The butler nodded and faded back, leaving me and Renford alone. He fixed sharp eyes on me. "Back to my question. What brings you here?"

I paused, not sure which subject to start with. "Would you like the news or me asking for information first?"

He pulled back a bit, eyes narrowing. "I take it the news isn't good, but it isn't life ending if you are here and casual about it. Let's ask your favour first, then we can see if we need the whiskey with the news."

I could respect that logic. "You got me in at the club, and thank you for that again. I've fallen in with a small group for various reasons and wanted to get your read on them."

I was trying to not influence his thoughts either way. His honest answers would help a great deal.

Renford snorted. "There are multiple groups there. Few are worth the time or energy to deal with. Which one have you been snared by?"

I paused as a servant brought in a tray laden with food, a pitcher of water, a carafe of wine and one of whiskey. The food was all things easy to eat as you talked. The cook had laid out sliced beef between bread, cubes of cheese, sliced apples, ham wrapped around melon, and baby potatoes that looked buttery and savoury, all small enough to stab with the fork and eat in a single bite. My stomach growled as the scents of butter, cheese, the sugar of the melon and the fresh bread wrapped around me.

"Apparently I was hungrier than I thought," I said as I sternly told my stomach to behave. It did not listen to me.

Renford laughed, and we both placed multiple bites on our plates, then settled back.

After swallowing the bite of potatoes and the beef with mustard on the bread to distract my stomach, I continued. "The group is called Whiskey Free? I believe it is run by Lord Lingbaten and his friend Lord Mansher?"

Renford snorted as he popped a piece of melon in his mouth. "Lingbaten is a nice man, but as gullible and as ignorant as a child of five. I doubt the club was his idea, but then Mansher isn't much better. They don't have a devious bone in their body but it makes them easy marks."

"For whom?"

"Anyone. But I would put my money on Porlan. He isn't nobility, but always seems to hang around and has money that makes no sense, as he isn't in trade or anything else I know of to bring him that level of money."

"And Spartan?" I had slowed down my eating and poured a glass of wine, enjoying the rich fruits that were in the drink. The thing I would miss about going back to the lower class England was definitely the food and drink.

"Family friend. I can guarantee you he is there to keep Lingbaten from doing anything overly stupid or squandering too much money. They both receive monthly allowances that are obscene, like over two thousand pounds a month. So he is there as the voice of reason."

I choked on the allowance. The amount was extravagant. I had thought the three hundred I was receiving from the earl was generous.

"And Porlan?"

"No clue. But he isn't naïve or gullible. I would watch him." Renford said all this with a serene air. "Though now I'm curious why you would be involved with that group of uselessness."

I occupied my mouth with more beef on bread and contemplated cheese and apples. Telling him I was working for the government, in a way, would not be smart, but at the same time Carlyle said I would make my own contacts and helpers as my career went on. Renford would be an excellent part of that coterie.

"The longer it takes you to tell me, the more curious I am." He had settled back, holding the wine and watching me with the hint of a smile on the curve of his lips.

I decided on the middle path, setting my plate down and picking up my wine. "You know about the magic," I said, swirling my hand and watching the wine spiral up in a column in my glass, something that never failed to amuse me.

"Yes. It's been interesting watching what London society is doing about it. Though I'm still not sure where it will go," he replied, still watching.

"The Crown is paying attention as well and some of the people that I am learning with are being asked to do favours for aspects of the government." That was as clear as I could state it, yet still tell him nothing. I didn't think the school Rohan and Miss Carlton were running was public knowledge at this time.

"Ah. Well, they are silly men. I doubt they are truly funding any Irish rebellion," he said with a shrug. "But I have no issue providing information when needed, but be aware my forte is information, not racing across battlefields."

I laughed at that but knew I'd just found my first person in my group. As to his assessment of the men, I had to agree with him, but still I would investigate more. Anyone meeting me as a server would never assume I was also an earl's bastard son. I still needed to figure out if the term still applied. Another curiosity for another day.

"Now that is over with. And I have food. I suppose it is time for the news and the whiskey?" Renford said after we had finished devouring the tidbits and talked idly about the other men in the club.

I nodded and poured him a generous helping of whiskey, his eyes rising a bit.

"You heard about the fire at the mill?" He nodded, watching me, those eyes already narrowing. Of all the things Renford was, stupid was not one of them. "Duncan was involved. He over-xtended himself trying to stop it and someone he cared about died. He's caught in the midst of survivor guilt and depression. At the moment he is sleeping and healing with the aid of drugs."

Renford closed his eyes and bowed his head a bit. "I see. Will he live? As I am unsure what over-extending means."

I explained what he had done, and Renford blanched at my description. "Thank you for telling me. Do you feel like sooner or later would be best for me to come and see him?"

"Give him a week or more. He is hurt relatively seriously. After that, well, it will depend on him."

"I can do that. Thank you. He is a friend for all that he sometimes forgets to see the world outside his workshop."
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Thursday, July 13th

On Wednesday, I waited to see if the earl would show up, and to both my relief and frustration, he did. He went directly to the vault, and I ushered him in, then stood and waited for him to come out, hoping the alteration I'd made to his box wasn't noticed.

He didn't talk until he stepped out of the room. "I'm leaving in a few hours. My trip may take a week or more. If Duncan gets worse…" He trailed off, looking at the floor. "Do what you can." With that comment, he was gone, leaving me unsure of what was going through his mind. But now I was trying to figure out how to get that ledger to Emmeline.

Nothing happened the rest of the day, and I knew I would need to make my move soon to give her enough time. Duncan was no better when I got home. His skin still looked painful, and the tears still ran down his cheeks while he slept. There was nothing I could give him but time and let him heal, inside and out.

Thursday arrived both too soon and too slow. Work was just work and I went through the day almost oblivious, my mind more focused on that evening than anything else. Once more check on Duncan, no change, and after a quick dinner—there was no way I would drink on an empty stomach—I changed clothes and tried to mentally prepare myself for a night out with idiot lords in the rougher district of London.

I went out in the clothes I'd gotten for the pubs, but I made mistakes, nice shoes, and a waistcoat. The odds of them understanding what life for these men was like were low, and if I dressed poor too well, it might make them suspicious. If they had that many brain cells.

I approached the bridge at Blackfriar and found a quiet space in the shadows. If they didn't show, I would be fine, regardless, but I could see this being a trap for another naïve lord. Though I'd be annoyed at losing the hundred pounds. Carlyle really needed to see how expensive it was out here.

The bells struck the hour, and I saw two more figures approaching, one of which I recognized as Mansher. He really was beautiful, almost as pretty as Rohan, and that was disturbing to realize. Both of them had a beauty that rode the line between masculine and feminine. It was vaguely disconcerting as a man who preferred women. Though multiple men I'd worked with in India had been more adventurous in their taste of bed partners.

I pulled the cap off my head and stepped out of the shadows, calling out as soon as they were close enough for them to see my face. "Evening, Lord Mansher."

The man jerked to a stop, then a smile split his face. "This is the young man I was telling you about, Wils. He is here to help tonight and has agreed the first round is on him."

"Only the first," I said with a false smile. Luckily, the beer down here was cheap, and the whiskey could dissolve your stomach lining if you drank too much.

"Ah, yes. Lord Wilson Lingbaten," the other man said, finishing the last few steps and holding out his hand. He was about my height, but half my bulk, being all legs and arms. It reminded me of a colt still trying to grow into his frame, though he had to be in his mid-twenties. With fair skin, brown hair and eyes, he was otherwise unremarkable.

I shook his hand, noting it was about as strong as Mansher’s. Did these men ever do anything with their hands besides play cards? I tried to think if the earl had a better handshake, but I couldn't remember ever shaking his hand.

"Nice to meet you. I'm Silas Luck," I said with the genial smile that meant nothing, but made it look like I was a great friend. Ah, the lying I was learning to do.

"Jontan Luck's son?" Wilson asked with a curious glint. "I've met Duncan, and I thought he was the only son."

My smile twitched a bit in actual humour. "So did he. The earl collected his sowing of wild oats from his younger years."

It took them a minute, then they laughed, but it was in amusement, not at me. Besides, if the earl didn't deny me, I had every right to say I was his son. Too bad those privileges were not quite as good for Emmeline.

"Well then, Lord Luck, are you here to help us make the plight of the working man brighter?" Wilson asked with a smile. "Chris assures me this is where many Irish come after work and try to find some joy in life. I think we should make their life more joyful." That same naive good humour, and I wanted to sigh and make him face reality, but I doubted it would work.

"Absolutely," I chimed in as we continued to head toward the pub that sat on one of the corners.

"Wait for me, Wilson," a voice came from behind us. And I turned to see Mr. Chris Porlan running up. He closed the distance easily with no signs of exertion. Which made me wonder again just what he did with his life.

"Ah, Chris. Good of you to make it. No, Percy?" Lingbaten looked around as if the man would suddenly step out of the shadows.

Chris frowned in an exaggerated manner, a bad show of acting if I'd ever seen one, and looked around. "Did anyone remember to tell him? I was supposed to, but it completely slipped my mind."

"Well, bollocks. I haven't seen him in a day or so, and last time I did, we hadn't determined when and where to do this." Wilson looked sad then shrugged. "Oh well. I'll regale him at Swifts tomorrow with this wonderful evening. With a new member of our Whiskey Free club." He spoke with a big smile at me, and I matched it as we fell into step.

I had been accurate about what their definition of common clothing would be. Only Porlan had a chance of blending in, but no one mentioned his clothing. Though to be fair, they seemed oblivious to most things. How much pre celebrating had they done?

"Ho, men, there is our target. Are we ready to lift the spirits of those less fortunate than us?" Lingbaten asked in a loud voice. The question was: would we make it through this night without getting our teeth knocked out?

"Yes!" shouted Porlan and Nelson. I forced a smile and followed them in. The two in front, Wilson and Nelson, burst into the pub and stopped three steps into complete silence. I followed and looked around. It was busy for a Wednesday, but not packed. Most of them looked like they were only on their first drink as the whistles for the end of the day hadn't blown that long ago.

"We come to support the Irish," Wilson declared with a cheesy grin, and I felt the atmosphere of the room change. Did none of these idiots know how to sense the mood of a room? From their bright smiles, I assumed not.

The bartender growled, setting a wooden mug down on the rough hewn bar hard enough to echo in the silence. "I tink yer in t'wrong place. Go where ye b'long."

At that moment, I was seriously considering dragging them both out by their collars when Porlan spoke up with a grin I found had more than a bit of cruelty to it.

"Nah, ye want us here. After all, my friend here is buying the house a drink." He shoved me forward at the end of that, and I stumbled in front of Wilson and Nelson, who both had slightly confused looks on their faces.

With Porlan's words, every face in the bar focused on me, and I rolled with it. I took the next five steps to the bar and slapped down a five-pound note. "Here’s enough to buy a beer for every man in the house!" I called out in a loud voice.

A cheer rose as the fiver disappeared off the bar like it had never been there. The man nodded at me. "That'll do for the first."

I held back my snort. Most of the time a beer would cost between one and two pennies a beer. That fiver should have covered at least four beers for every person in the pub for the next week, but that was fine. It changed the mood drastically, and that was important. Now men were laughing and drinking, acting like the nobs in their midst were their best friends. The two lords and I were tucked in at a corner table, each of us with a mug of the bar's best beer in front of us. That wasn't saying much, but I'd drank worse. The workman mostly stayed clear of us, though one would occasionally come to tell me thanks as they headed out.

"See, we have done them good today and helped rejuvenate their spirits," Nelson said with a smile as he tasted the beer, making a face. "Do you think they have any wine? This really isn't to my taste."

I resisted the urge to beat them. If they were planning anything besides getting killed, I'd never believe it.

Through the milling around, as more people came in as word spread, I tried to see where Porlan was. And I couldn't see him. A bit of worry and a bit of curiosity prodded me.

"Let me go see if they have any wine," I offered, as Nelson frowned at the beer.

"Oh, thank you. I understand this is important to the working class, but I don't see how they can stomach it." Wilson pushed his glass away as he spoke.

I just nodded with a smile on my face and made my way to the bar. It wasn't too hard as most of the men in there moved out of my way like I had the plague. All I could do was hope that my looks were generic enough that if I came in as one of them at a later point, none of them would recognize me.

At the bar, I leaned in. "I don't suppose you have any bottles of wine back there for my two friends?"

The bartender snorted, but went into a back room and came out with two bottles covered with dust and grime. "Cost ya a pound."

I narrowed my eyes, but right now there wasn't much option. All I could hope was they hadn't turned to vinegar. I dug out the pound note, trying to not show that I had any other money left, and slapped it down. Once more it vanished, and the man went to work opening them.

Peering around, I located Porlan at a table near the other end of the bar. He had his back to the room and was talking to the other man there in low tones that didn't carry over the general pub noise.

I scooted down to the edge of the bar, keeping my back toward them, the coat helping me fit in. As I slid, I pulled the cap out of a pocket and tugged it on, hoping it would change my profile enough that Porlan wouldn't notice me.

It took me a minute to focus on the man's voice out of all the other general rumble in the crowd. "I've got the payment for you. Are you sure you can kill Al-?" Porlan said in a low hiss, and I lost the last part of the word in the noise, but had that first part started with Al?

The other man grunted. I couldn't really see him, but his voice had a thick accent, and I struggled to place it. "Ja. The royal will never see it coming."

"Good. Do you know when?"

"Need him outside. Too much security now. When outside, then dead."

"She'll be easier to manage then. You'll get the rest when there is a royal funeral."

"Here you go. I even washed the glasses for you," the bartender said, handing me the bottles and the glasses. Him washing them might be what killed the two lords. I resisted screaming in frustration, instead I slid back toward the man a bit with a smile.

"Thanks," I said and took the bottles and walked back to our table, my mind spinning. Had I really heard someone discussing killing the prince consort?
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Friday, July 14th

Chris Porlan came over to the table soon after, and I just smiled and acted like I only cared about the drink. The wine was almost decent, though I barely drank anything. I made sure I looked like I was drinking enough to have my judgement affected. The floor didn't notice the extra liquid.

We parted ways around midnight, and I pegged Porlan as sober as me, though Nelson and Wilson were likely to have massive hangovers the next morning from the poor quality of what they had imbibed. My mind turned over and over the comments I had heard. A royal funeral. An exaggeration or literal? Who would justify a real royal funeral? The list of men was short.

There was the Prince of course. But what would be the purpose of killing him?

Edward, the heir apparent. Killing him would throw the country into a tizzy.

Alfred, but he was serving in the military, so there was no security at the moment. However, getting to him would be difficult.

Arthur, but he was still in school, as he was only fifteen.

Leopold, but he was also in school and had a bleeding disease. It would make him easy to kill; a bad wound, and he would bleed to death.

But what did the rest mean? I had heard it out of context, so why would anyone in the British nobility, even as a fringe member, want to kill a royal? 'Kill Al…' what had that word been? Albert? Did they really want to kill the prince?

My mouth went dry at the thought. There was no way they could try to kill a member of the royal family. Why? And who? The last comment 'She'll be easier to manage'. Did they mean Queen Victoria? I had no way of knowing if any of it was true.

By the time I reached home, the next morning loomed large. The earl had already left, and I resigned myself to a short night spent tossing and turning.

I checked in on Duncan—he was dead to the world—and I spared a whispered thought for healing and fading of memories, the only thing that seemed to make it any better.

The morning arrived much earlier than I wished, and I arrived at the club, but the valet was not there. This had happened occasionally, and I went about my chores, expecting him at any moment with the key. To my surprise, instead of the valet, it was the colonel himself.

"Good morning, Emmason. I had some work to do today, taxes and such, so I am here. I can take care of all the key needs today."

I smiled as that left my options wide open. "Yes, sir. Have a good day."

My thoughts went into overdrive. There was a linen closet down the hall that was having an issue with a leak. If I volunteered to deal with it, I could get the ledger and get it out with the excuse of taking the linens to the laundress who was a few blocks down. If I got a cab and flew, I should be able to get from there to Emmeline's and back before anyone thought about how long I'd been gone.

I did just that. Listening to the early morning flow, my chance came when the colonel called in Wilkes to talk to him about some performance issues. I knew that would be ten minutes minimum, and the others were working on serving coffee and papers. Taking a deep breath after checking that the hallway was empty, I moved. I put in the copied key in the lock and turned. It made no sound and opened without a pause. I darted in and tugged on the box that held the earl's ledger.

It didn't move.

The desire to curse rose, but I had prepared for that possibility. I pulled out the lock picks. At some point I needed Duncan to make me better ones, but for now I hoped they would work. I slipped them in and twisted slowly. My entire being tried to listen for both anyone coming toward the door and the lock catching.

To my eternal relief and surprise, it caught and turned. I pulled out the wide box and stared at it. The wax had partially caught, so it didn't prevent the lock completely but it allowed me to turn it easily. I wedged the wax back in so I wouldn't have to worry about it in the future. Then I grabbed the ledger, slipped it under my shirt, and slid the box back in.

I was out the door, shut and locked it, and was back at the pile of linen, just as Barret came down the hallway. For a moment I thought he was going to ask me something, but he just blinked owlishly at me and continued on his way. He was drunk again, and I gave a sigh of relief. He worked well, but kept himself in a constant state of inebriation to the point I had no idea what he was actually aware of or what he was like sober.

I sorted through all the linen and to my relief, there was a large stack that would easily cover the ledger. With the pile of damaged linen stacked with the ledger in the middle, I took the time to put all the remaining linen in order, before I bent and pulled it up in my arms. The amount covered what I needed to get to Emmeline perfectly. That was when Colonel Lloyd walked up.

"Ah, Emmason. What are you up to? I have some work I'd like to go over with you. New processes for the morning set up. We can get someone else to run this over to the laundry." He had that preoccupied look that indicated he was juggling multiple items in his head.

My heart dropped. If anyone else took this, they'd find the book. I couldn't afford that. Thinking fast, I sighed and forced a weak smile. "I'd really enjoy the walk outside. Was out a bit late last night and could use the fresh air, or what qualifies as fresh air, before the real morning rush gets here."

The man laughed. "I remember being young like that. Go. See me when you get back, but don't take too long." His lips twitched as he said that.

"I won't. Just a bit of a stroll, then I'll hurry back," I promised, thinking that if I ran to the laundry, then grabbed a cab to Emmeline's, I could just make it back.

"Off you go. I'm going to go deal with Barrett. Is he always like this in the mornings?" Lloyd had already moved on to the next issue, his gaze following where Barrett had been.

"Yes sir, but most don't notice, and he gets better as the morning goes by," I said, clutching the linens and hoping there was no flash of red among them. That would raise too many questions.

He heaved a sigh. "See you in a bit," he said, then pivoted on his heel and headed toward the serving area.

I strode through the door, let it close behind me, and hit the ground at a run. The practice that Jamie had been sending me through let me dart through the obstacles as if they weren't there, as I knew how to balance and weave. If my arms hadn't been wrapped in a death grip around a bunch of slippery sheets and one ledger, I would have moved even faster.

It took me five minutes to get to the laundress, and I dropped off the linen and grabbed the ledger. The three minutes it took for me to hail a cab seemed like an eternity. I climbed in and rattled off the address, then leaned back and panted. Obviously, I needed to be out running more if I was going to have to race through London streets, and I needed a better way to carry things.

Emmeline's townhouse was a straightish shot from the club, and as it was only seven in the morning, the cab made good time, reaching her door in ten minutes.

"Wait for me, we are headed back." I bounded out of the carriage and raced up the stairs and started pounding on the door. It was still horribly early for a noble household, but surely someone was up.

Emmeline wrenched the door open, standing there in a dressing gown, glaring at me. "What in the world?" she got out before I shoved the ledger at her.

"Here." She fumbled and caught it. "I need it back by next week," I shouted over my shoulder as I raced back to the cab.

I rattled off the address behind the club and tipped him a crown if he moved it. We made it back in seven minutes. I'd been gone for twenty-seven minutes, and a fast walk to the laundry and back was at least fifteen. I strolled up, breathing deeply, and paused before I stepped back into the East India Club. It seemed boring and staid to me. The members in the club were the same group that were always there, and the work rarely changed. Racing across town under a time deadline had been much more interesting, if stressful.

Shaking my head, trying not to think about putting the book back, I walked into chaos. Even from the back hall, I could hear the shouting. I stopped and tried to figure out where the yelling was coming from. I couldn't remember the last time I heard yelling within the club. People were always quiet here. The worst you ever heard was one of the members snapping at the staff or maybe an argument over cards. With quick steps, I headed towards where the commotion was.

My heart seized as I realized that somebody stood in front of the vault door, yelling at Colonel Lloyd. A guilty conscience ran through my mind, but why would that person know what I'd done? Confused and a lot curious, I moved closer to listen.

"I don't care what you say. I want into this vault. I know he has what he stole from me," the man all but shouted.

Colonel Lloyd stood in front of him, a hard look on his face with his arms crossed over his chest. "I don't care. Unless you have a key, you do not get to go into the vault room. Regardless of what you say. Now get out of my club." By this point, I could see both of them clearly, and I stared at the man, trying to place him, but no matter how much I scoured my memory, I couldn't remember seeing this man in the club. My chest unlocked a bit with the knowledge this had nothing to do with my theft.

"Then I'll just have to make my own way in, won't I?" the man snarled. Then, to my absolute surprise, the childish idiot raised both hands and flames wreathed them.

I almost choked, but I waited to see what he would do. Was it all showmanship? There were other people in England that had magic, but most of what I'd seen on the streets had been subtle. No one had used it in so obvious a manner before.

Colonel Lloyd jumped back with his eyes wide and face going pale. To make sure I wasn't in the way, I flatten back against the wall and watched as my mind raced through the options.

The rush to get the ledger to Emily had taken my mind off of the fact about the threat against the Queen's life and about my secondary job, but now all of it flooded back. There were others out there using magic, and if they threatened the Crown, was there anyone that could stop them? If we had people like this, anything was possible.

The young man approached the vault door, which, while a very thick door, wasn't solid steel or anything else. It was made of wood and, as such, inherently flammable. To my surprise, he placed his burning hands against it.

He was going to burn his way in? I snorted to myself. Even if he managed, wood that varnished and thick would take forever to give. But either way, it wasn't happening, not today. With a thought, I pulled the flames away from the man. Just how little offering it took told me I was much stronger than he was, and a bit more of me relaxed. I could stop him without needing to be obvious.

The young man pulled his hands back, looking at them in utter confusion, and frowned as the flames burst back up. I yanked it away again. One of the things I learned how to do working with Carlyle was how to snuff flames out as easily as you could call them. Now the bigger the flame, the harder it was to snuff, but these weren't all that much more impressive than a lantern, which I could do pretty easily.

The young man screamed in an inarticulate rage, and this time his clothes caught on fire, leaving him standing there like a human torch.

All the other staff and the other members, who had been watching this with something approaching horrified glee, screamed, and there was a sudden stampede to get out of the room and the building. Fires were deadly. If they spread across London, they could take out dozens of houses at a time, which was why what Duncan had done had been so blasted impressive.

However, I wasn't Duncan. With an internal sigh of exasperation, I yanked the water out of the steamy July air and dumped it on top of the young man.

Everyone now saw a soaking wet figure with a few flickers of flames in places where the water hadn't quite worked, standing there, spluttering and gasping with surprise. I figured he must've been used to nobody else having any idea how to use magic and being scared or impressed. From his look of surprise, I doubted the man realized that there were other aspects to his gift besides just calling and using Fire. I would not be the one to educate him.

I took a step forward and, with a well-timed punch, knocked the young man cold on the floor. After which I proceeded to make sure all the other little fires were out; the last thing I wanted was a repeat of what Duncan had faced, While dealing with one idiot man setting himself on fire was doable, trying to control a blaze that ripped across buildings was not.

Colonel Lloyd looked at me with wide eyes and then back down at the young man unconscious on the floor. "How ... what do … Close? The man just trailed off, looking back-and-forth between the two of us.

I shrugged. "He must've had some sort of fire device on him and messed up and obviously set his clothes on fire. You probably want to call the constable to take him in. If nothing else, for trespassing." I gave Lloyd a weak smile. Inside my heart was still racing. This sort of shit would complicate everything.

It took a minute to gather supplies, but I tied the man's arms together behind him to make it harder to break free. I stepped back looking at the man. It was a question that I hadn't actually thought of before, but what were they supposed to do with people with magic? Could you even imprison a mage who knew how to use Fire or Air and make them pay for their crimes?

I shook my head. This was not my problem, and I'd do my best to let others solve it. At the moment, I had a bigger problem, which was mainly Colonel Lloyd. The club manager looked at me with an expression of shock, having not moved since I knocked the man out.

"What?" I asked. The man just shook his head and turned to one of the other staff, ordering them to run out and hail down one of the constables.

I knew there would be consequences to this later, but for now, nobody did much more than treat me as a hero. Luckily, no one seemed to realize that I'd been involved with both sniffing out the fire and dumping the water. But as soon as my shift at the club was over, I'd set out to find Inspector Farns and see about how to get the information to the right people about this idiot. Carlyle wouldn't be back for ages, and I knew better than to wait for him. It figured the second he left, life got complicated.
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Friday, July 14th

As soon as I finished work that afternoon, after dealing with the day of everybody complimenting me for my quick thinking, I headed out to the nearest police station. The problem was I had absolutely no idea where Inspector Farns was stationed, which meant I needed to ask around. And for the life of me, I couldn't remember the man's first name.

Taking up all the lessons I learned, I entered the first station walking up to the person sitting at the front guarding the entrance. I'd made sure to change my clothes so I didn't look so lower class.

The man looked up and gave me a once over before he grunted, "What do you need?"

"I'm looking for an Inspector Farns, but I don't know what precinct he's out of. Can you help me with that?" I gave the man a friendly smile. This was good practice for me to move in and out of society and ask for small favours. After all, I was a responsible citizen, right?

The man grunted again. "Give me a minute," he said before he turned around and yelled back behind him. "Hey, does anybody know what branch Farns is out of? I think he's an inspector or something."

A bunch of answers came in response to his bellow, but they were so jumbled up and in so many different dialects and accents that I couldn't pick out what the right answer was. But apparently the man could. The man turned around and grunted again. It seemed to be the only noise he knew how to make. "Yeah, he's over the Whitechapel branch. Go bug him there." With that information delivered, the man looked back down at the paperwork on his desk, obviously dismissing me completely from his attention.

"Thank you," I said, then turned and left the police station. It took another fifteen minutes to figure out where that branch was. Whitechapel wasn't a small area. This time I grabbed a cab to get there. After this day, I was more than happy to enjoy the quiet ride. I felt like I'd been running around all day so far. Which, in fairness, I had. After this, the idea of a treat of hot chocolate sounded like what I needed.

When the carriage reached the police branch they sent me to, I told the driver to wait five minutes, and if I didn't return; he was free to go. I disembarked from the cab and headed inside. There, like at the other one, was a man at the desk who could've been the other’s twin for all the interest he gave.

"What?" the man barked.

It took me a second. Did all constables really just have one way to respond? I shook my head, dismissing the thought, and found another, false, smile. "Yes, I need to speak to Inspector Farns please."

The man gave him a long look up and down, and for a moment I wondered if the man was going to refuse to let me talk to Farns or worse, if he was going to say he was at the wrong place. Then the man shrugged.

"Up the stairs, to your left, third door on the right." Without another glance, he went back to whatever he'd been working on or reading. As I walked by and glanced back, it looked like he was reading a penny dreadful novel.

Still snickering to myself, I climbed the stairs and carefully counted the doors and then knocked on the door that I thought was Farns' door. I wasn't positive because the only thing on the door was 'Inspector F', which could cover a wide variety of things.

"The door is open," called out a voice that at least was vaguely familiar.

With a slight sigh of relief, I pushed open the door and walked in. The inspector met my eyes as I stepped in, and an eyebrow arched up in apparent surprise.

"Mr. Luck, I must say you were not the person I expected to see walking through my door today." He glanced at the door, and I obediently shut it. It wasn't like I wanted anyone to overhear this conversation as it was.

I moved over and dropped into the chair across from Inspector Farns, rubbing my temples. "This was definitely not part of the plan, but it seems I've run into a bit of a mess." A mess that I hoped I could dump into his lap.

Farns leaned back, crossing his hands over his stomach, and an amused smile playing at his lips. "Oh, this should be good. Carlyle told me he had you infiltrate a group of young nobles to see if they were up to any trouble. We figured it was just …well, noblemen being idiots."

I chuckled wearily, leaning back. "Honestly, that's what I thought, too. And for the most part, that's exactly what it was. But one of them? He's playing a different game. If I had to guess, this little drinking group is his cover for meeting people and siphoning funds."

Farns raised an eyebrow. "Oh? Go on, then."

I filled him in on everything I'd picked up. With every word, I watched the humour slide off Farns's face, his relaxed posture shifting. By the time I finished, he was sitting straight, hands pressed against his desk.

"You think this guy is serious? You're sure that's what you heard?"

I shrugged. "Didn't catch everything, just a snippet. But I've got no reason to doubt he's deadly serious. Problem is, I don't know who, when, where, or what." Farns sighed, rubbing his head as if he was getting the same headache I had.

"The issue is, I don't know either. This isn't a case for us regulars—it's something the Queen's security would handle. But I've no clue who to even talk to about it, much less getting past the palace guards without getting laughed out." He let loose a small groan, giving me a dark look.

I nodded. "I get it, but not telling anyone is even worse."

He grunted. "You're right. But I handle domestic issues, not … this." He avoided even saying the word "assassination," like uttering it might make it real.

I leaned forward. "What about Captain Kelly Merrings? Would he know who to contact? Carlyle said he might know."

Farns's eyes brightened. "Now that's a thought. He might have an idea—or at least know someone who does. Any idea when Carlyle is planning to return?"

I shrugged. "Your guess is as good as mine. He could be back in a month … or longer."

Farns sighed. "This is what we get for getting cocky. Remind me to never make that mistake again."

I laughed. "I'll try, but remember: my last name's Luck. Never promised whether it'd be good or bad."

Farns chuckled, a genuine belly laugh, and we shared a grin.

"Alright then," he said, standing up and grabbing his hat and coat. "I suppose we're going to see Merrings. He's been retired this last year, so he should be at his home." He looked at me and nodded. "Come along, Mr. Luck. You're with me."

Twenty minutes later, I found myself in the parlour of a rather nice townhouse—definitely the place of a bachelor—and explaining the entire situation once again to Captain Merrings. When I finished, he just stared at me, his face unusually serious.

"You do realize this was supposed to be an exercise in you infiltrating and playing a part, right?" He sounded exasperated, and I wanted to throw something.

"Yes, I do. And it has already been pointed out to me. I mean, if you want, I can just ignore that I learned anything, and we can walk away from it." I might have been a bit snappish, but they were acting like I was wet behind the ears. That annoyance drove my next words. "In case you both forgot, I spent a decade in India in the East India Army. I've killed more people that either of you put together, and while I might be new to the subtlety of this world, I'm not new to the cruelty men are capable of. Or even the idea of killing our leaders. Not all officers were … liked."

I bit off the last part, remembering stopping a coup on one particular asshole of a major. I also provided support when he was 'killed' by an enemy bullet, even though few of the groups we fought against had guns. At least this time it was plausible and not him dying in his tent by rolling over on his knife multiple times like they had planned.

The men glanced at each other and nodded, looking back at me with a sigh. "I do apologize, Mr. Luck. We are a bit too comfortable being the old guard and were only looking at you as the new protegee of Carlyle's. Normally, those he selects and trains are much less worldly, or at least less exposed to how the world works. Even his street rats are a bit more naïve in some aspects." Captain Merrings nodded his head at me in an apology.

When he got up and poured us three glasses of whiskey, I knew I'd been accepted as an equal, not a green trainee. Something inside relaxed as I accepted the whiskey and waited.

"The problem is you don't know who this Chris Porlan was talking to, or how to contact Mr. Porlan?" Kelly Merrings asked after he sat back down.

"Not except through the club. And I don't have a clue who the person was. My suspicious nature makes me wonder if he picked this club for the 'Irish support' just to meet with this man and pass him money and information. But other than what I heard; I can't say much else. But it sounded real enough that I reported it."

"It is possible this is an initiation joke?" Kelly asked that looking at me.

I thought about it. "Maybe? But if so, it was sheer chance I was at the bar at that moment, and they knew I'd overhear it in the crowded pub. But even if it is, can we take the chance?"

Another glance between the two, and I wondered if telepathy was a thing between people. I knew that was how the familiars talked to you. Could people? That would be an enormous benefit if you could.

"Agreed," Richard Farns said with a sigh. "I can tell Scotland Yard, but it will blow any cover you have if they believe me."

"They can't just come and get Porlan and see if he knows anything? I mean, I know people with Spirit can tell if someone is lying, why not just question him?" I hated the thought I'd already have a poor reputation before I had even started.

"That may be true, but outside of Rohan, I don't know anyone with that skill; and how would I convince anyone at Scotland to believe this stranger can tell if someone is lying? Not to mention his heritage is going to cause issues. There is a huge subsection of the police force that is racist as can be against anyone that isn't 'English'." Farns sighed as he stared at his whiskey. "Of all the times for Carlyle to be unreachable."

"I will say we just had a young man come into the club and use magic in a very obvious manner. So it might be less unbelievable than it might have been a year ago or even six months ago," I said. I then had to relate the entire incident, and that caused more thoughtful frowns.

We sat in silence for a bit before Merrings shook himself. "For now, stay in touch with them and watch Porlan. I'll see if I can get in to talk to someone in the palace. I've never paid much attention to the protection afforded the Queen, but I think I have a friend who knows the commander of the guard for Buckingham. If nothing else, I'll work on getting a meeting with him. Then I'll let you know."

We wrapped up, and I headed home, tired from the day. And I needed to check up on Duncan.
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Saturday, July 15th

Duncan had been the same, if less red. We still had a week before the earl would be back, if not more, so I felt less stressed going to work Saturday morning.

The incident the day before was still the talk of the staff, and more than one of the members wanted to talk to me about decking the man. Asking if I was scared. My standard answer was "I was in the East India Army. One incompetent idiot with magic tricks is nothing compared to a thousand Bengalis running toward you, wanting to shove a sword through you."

It worked every time. They laughed, clapped me on my shoulder, and went back to their routine. Though I made almost twenty pounds in tips that day, which amused me. But I wasn't going to complain. It would let me deal with the young fools this evening. Though right now all I wanted was another few hours' sleep. The last few days had been short on sleep and long on exertion.

The colonel pulled me into his office when he got there. I handed over the key the valet had given me that morning, with an odd sense of relief.

"Oh, yes. Thank you. Sit. I wanted to talk to you."

Wary now, it was never a good thing when an officer wanted to talk to you. I took a seat watching him.

"I've been following the rumours in the papers about magic, and even the hinted idea that the Queen and Prince might have magic. But you seemed completely unphased. Did you know about it beforehand?"

That question took me by surprise, and I needed to think quickly. I really didn't want to reveal it, but Duncan already had made his having magic almost public knowledge. How to get through this?

"I know a few people with it. Some even with that Fire thing, though still not sure that was what it was. But at the end of the day, it isn't as terrifying as having a thousand Bengalis screaming for your head."

Lloyd barked out a laugh as he sat down. "I'll give you that. It just was unexpected. But does that mean things like this might be more common?"

I shrugged. What in the world did he want me to say? I heaved a slightly exasperated sigh. "Sir, I got my education in Charterhouse, then spent a decade down in the heat and jungles of India. The only thing I know for sure is everything changes all the time. At first it was machines, now it might be magic. If so, then yes."

The man leaned back and nodded. "That is true. I can remember when getting some of the spices was a luxury, not what we expect now. I have some other good news for you. Mr. Reese has been cleared by the surgeon and can now walk, though no heavy lifting or running for another week or two, and as such, you won't need to worry about key duties anymore."

I forced a quick smile. "Very well, sir. It will make it easier on the other staff in the mornings."

"I can imagine. Some of our members seem to have forgotten time is a commodity." The colonel nodded. "You've done well here and have impressed me. I've been authorized to give you a raise of another pound a month."

My mouth curved up, and I hoped he took it as joy and not amusement. A year ago that would have been cause for a massive celebration. Now my monthly salary barely touched the allowance the earl provided.

"Thank you, sir. Is there anything else?" I asked as I could hear the door ring going off more and more, meaning more members were showing up, which meant they needed me out there.

"No. Thank you, Emmason."

I took it as the dismissal it was and headed back out. The rest of the day, to my relief, was the normal flow of people, demands, and issues. Nothing that required anything more than soothing over a grumpy member who wanted a type of tea we were out of. It made it so I headed home in almost a good mood, though the knowledge I had to head out to the club after dinner put a damper on it.

At home, I checked in on Duncan again. The servants said he was getting better about not being as drugged and didn't cry out as much if they touched his nails, which were growing, but he still mostly slept. For now, I wouldn't force him to wake. It was almost easier knowing he wasn't getting into trouble or getting hurt worse.

Emmeline had sent me a note to let me know she was out of town this weekend. I hoped she would have enough time to get everything copied. Either way, both issues were out of my hands, so I enjoyed a nap, then dinner, before getting dressed to head out to the club, and checking in on the young nobs.

The range of differences between the few lords we had at the club, Duncan, and these fops amazed me. What made you who you were, and what drove the choices you made? Sitting in the club, sipping on some decent wine, I was becoming a snob. I watched people and wished I could get access to another club just to see how some of the higher levels interacted. Maybe I could talk Renford into it. At a later point.

Wilson showed up first, seeing me by the fire and grabbing a spare chair and pulling it up. "Good evening, Mr. Luck. How are you this fine evening?"

He settled in and ordered a wine from a passing servant. It took me a moment to remember that I was supposed to be a young layabout like these men, and I had to change my answer quickly.

"Well enough. How was your head the next morning?" He'd had a large amount of the wine I'd gotten from the bartender.

"Horrible. Remind me to not drink such questionable vintages again. Really, you would think there would be warnings about things like that," he said with a sigh. He made a show out of sipping the wine the server had delivered. "See, this is what it should be like. So how did you enjoy the night out?" he asked with a grin as if it had been the best thing ever.

I gave a smile and took a sip of my own wine to give myself a chance to spin it. "It was interesting. Maybe not the way I'd think to help them. But then I only know Mansher and Porlan. Who else is here to help us with this work?" And were more of them in on the plan to kill a royal?

"Ah," he said with a bit of a flush. "We aren't that big yet, but I'm sure others will come around to that idea. Right now, the only other is my friend, Lord Percy Spartan. He keeps our books and lets us know what we have to work with. He should be here later tonight. You'll like him. Though he is much more straight-laced." He seemed almost embarrassed about it.

"Ah," I said noncommittally. I needed to know more about them, so why not ask? "Tell me about yourself and the others. You know my story, bastard son, not much to expand on there." That might have been the understatement of my life, but they didn't need to know about me. I needed to know about them.

"Ah, that is easy. We aren't that special." With a grin and a wave of his hand that almost dumped his wine on the floor, Wilson started talking. He enjoyed the attention and waxed on about Mansher, his best friend since Eton, and Percy Spartan. A family friend who had just always been there. They were always together because they always had been. There were undercurrents there that I sensed, but he seemed to accept Percy as a part of his life, much like how his hair was brown. After a story or two about the silly things the three of them got into at Eton, because, of course, Percy had gone there as well, I asked about Chris Porlan.

"What about Mr. Porlan? Did you meet him at Eton?" I would work hard to avoid mentioning my schooling. There might have been understanding about being a bastard. I wasn't so sure about the army and the lack of secondary education.

"Ah, Chris. No. He is the son of my father's friend. No nobility, but his father made mine a lot of money with some wise trades, and he has money to burn. He's awkward occasionally in social situations. Originally, he is from Prussia." Wilson Lingbaten frowned. "I know his life when he was younger wasn't as well off as he is now. Trade. It is a mundane thing, but if it gives you the means to elevate yourself, why not take it? He'll never be a lord, of course, or our equal, but he is a fun person to have around."

I kept a bland smile on my face and wondered how often Porlan had heard that. I could empathize, but that would not be a reason to kill a royal. The desire to just grab the man and shake him until he told me everything was strong, but I wasn't Emmeline and had no way to know what was truth or falsehood.

"Ah, look." Wilson had sat up straighter in his chair and waved his arm around. Even I cringed a bit at that. These boys really needed to have their manners pounded back into them. Three men were headed our way.

"Wilson, I was wondering where you were," Nelson cried out in a bright voice. He grabbed a chair and collapsed next to his best friend. "Good to see you, Luck. How's your day been?"

I was saved from needing to answer as Porlan pulled over another chair, sitting as close to Wilson on the other side as he could, his body language screaming attitude.

The third man, the one I'd never met, let loose a resigned sigh and quietly pulled over a chair and set it next to me. I looked him over and saw a level of exasperation and annoyance that seemed familiar, but I couldn't place it.

"Good evening," I said with a nod to him.

"Ah, Percy, meet Lord Silas Luck, Earl Luck's oldest son." The way he said it made me control an internal flinch. "Mr. Luck, this is Lord Percy Spartan."

I held my hand out to the man as I inspected him. He was in his mid-twenties, the same as the others, with dark brown hair pulled back into a tail at the nape of his neck, dark blue eyes set in a lean face, with hard lips. He shook my hand with a brisk, firm shake that gave me a sign he'd at least done some level of physical exercise. What really gave me pause was the brilliant intelligence in his eyes.

That worried me. Either he knew nothing about the scheme Porlan was running, or he was the one in charge of it. If he was in charge, then I was much more worried than I had been. This man missed very little.

"Luck, good to meet you." I could see he was inspecting me just as much as I was him.

"Ah, Percy. I had a question," Nelson said, a glass of whiskey in his hand. "Chris said the dues had increased to a hundred pounds, and I wanted to know when I could get mine to you."

I watched Percy and Chris both freeze and sat back to watch the fireworks.
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Saturday, July 15th

Percy arched a brow. "Raise the dues?" He looked at the three of us. "Per the agreement the dues were a pound upon initiation and then five pounds to cover the bar tab each month." A slow, steady stare roved over all of us with his dark blue eyes drilling into us. "Why would you think it was a hundred pounds?"

Nelson looked completely confused, and I reminded myself this man was not a good judge of anything. "Well, Chris said they had raised and collected that from Mr. Luck here," he said, pointing from Chris to me.

Chris didn't look scared, just annoyed. He waved it off. "It was a joke, a bit of hazing. Nothing serious. I'm afraid I don't have the money on me, but I'll get it to you at a later point."

I suspected I knew exactly what'd he done with the money. It still raised the question as to exactly how the Whiskey Free group was being used and who knew what was going on.

"I'm sure you will," I said with a smile. "Just get it back to me," I replied as I dug into my pocket. "But here, Lord Spartan, is my real dues." I handed him six pounds. "And enough to cover the first bar tab."

Percy turned to look at me, no look of humour in his eyes. He nodded. "Thank you. I will insure you get a receipt."

Chris Porlan just shrugged. "Didn't expect you to fall for it, but it was fun." No apology. I would have been tempted to pull Emmeline in here if I thought it would do any good. It would amuse me to watch her pin the man to the floor with every lie.

"How did you find that pub? It was nowhere I would have gone on my own," I said instead.

Wilson, who had thrown off the confusion with the dues, grinned. "Ah, that was all Chris. He can find the best things off the normal paths. Though next time, let's see if we can find something with a better wine selection or at least whiskey that won't eat through the table." The last part was said in a plaintive tone.

Chris laughed, though I noted it never met his eyes. "I'll see what I can do. I'm sure there has to be something interesting for us to try. But it might be a bit more expensive."

Nelson waved his hand this time. "Maybe we need to raise the dues so Chris can find us fascinating places to visit. Though I agree about the better drinks and a bit cleaner. I'm not sure my valet will ever be able to get the stains out of those pants." Nelson and Wilson both laughed. Chris smiled, but his eyes remained hooded. Percy was the one watching with a tight mouth that only relaxed as he sipped on whiskey, his eyes cataloguing everything.

I had the distinct feeling that Chris had purposefully not told him about the visit the other night, because he could never have snuck away with Percy there. That would imply the man would be on my side, but I had no way of verifying that feeling.

I needed to talk to the man alone, without it being suspicious. An idea popped into my head. This club had the new-fangled interior plumbing complete with rooms with basins and running water. With a mental flick—learning to not wave my hands was honestly the hardest part sometimes—I severed the bonds in the wine glasses the three of them held. They all broke with a high-pitched ting that cut through the general chatter, and all the men were covered in the dark red claret they had been drinking.

"What by the Queen?" Wilson exclaimed, looking down at himself. The ruby red liquid was not compatible with the cream trousers he and Nathan wore. Even the fawn brown that was part of Porlan's outfit was rapidly turning into an ugly blood coloured stain. "If this is what the quality of stemware is here, we will need to go somewhere else."

One of the servers had rushed over, horrified. "Sirs, come with me, please. We can get you cleaned up in the lavatory area. Sirs, hurry before it sets." The three of them rose, grumbling as they batted at their trousers, but none of them glanced at me with any suspicion. Which was the point.

I turned to Percy with a raised brow. "That was unexpected."

He was still looking at where Chris had been sitting. "Yes. Very. So what exactly happened the other night? Wilson told me about it well after the fact, and he tends to exaggerate."

"We went to a pub in the poorer part of London and bought a round for the house. Chris spoke to people. I paid, and got them some lesser quality wine, but at least it wasn't the beer." Even for me, that stuff had been little better than mud and horse piss.

"I see," he said, his voice absolutely neutral. "So why are you hanging around these … fops?" His eyes locked on me, and I didn't doubt for a second that his ability to see past the bullshit was much greater.

"Whiskey Free," I said simply, seeing where he would take it. At this point, my focus was on Porlan, and I was sure I could get his address out of them, now that I knew the connection.

"Because you believe whiskey should be free or the Irish?" His voice was still flat, and I realized the level in his glass had not changed at all.

"If whiskey was free, no one would be sober," I said with a smile. "Why are you with them? This doesn't feel like your vibe?"

At that, Percy snorted and his gaze followed the path they had taken. "Family duty takes you to strange places. I will be at his side whenever possible until they find a woman who can keep him tied to her side or bed. I can only hope they find that sooner than later." There was an air of bitter resignation to his voice, and I got the feeling that Wilson's parents knew well their son had no common sense.

"Ah. I can understand that. Part of me feels guilty not being home watching over my brother until he is better."

Percy looked at me, sudden alarm in his eyes. "Sick?" I understood the fear. Smallpox and some of the other diseases could whip through and kill thousands in a week.

I raised a hand. "No. He was involved in that mill that burned. Our father owns it. He was … hurt trying to rescue people."

A flicker of something in his eyes. "Ah, that makes sense. Hopefully, he will recover. But no, I am not sure why Chris charged you so much. Stay on him if you ever want that money back."

The sudden conversation turn made me smile. "I suspected. Saw him handing off money to someone. I probably was foolish enough to pay a gambling debt for him because I wanted to fit in." It was an easy enough answer, but I still paid very close attention.

"Interesting. He doesn't gamble. Not more than a few pennies, anyway. Son of someone in trade, he understands how fickle money is," Percy said idly, his eyes on the hall they'd gone down.

"How odd. I only glimpsed the man. He looked rough, dockworker build. I just assumed it was something he'd gotten in trouble for," I said in the same tone. But there was no recognition in his eyes.

"I would not have expected it, but then life is full of surprises. He wants a title and to be as noble as the others, but for all his flaws, being addicted to chance isn't one of his." He lifted his head. "Here they come. I must admit they do look the worse for wear. Rather hope my glass doesn't do that. I like this outfit."

I glanced down at my own clothes with a soft laugh. "I suspect I would escape more easily. There is an advantage to always wearing dark colours. I don't suppose you have Mr. Porlan's address? It might behoove me to give him a visit and ensure I get the money back."

Percy's mouth twisted. "That is a wise idea." He pulled a calling card out of his waistcoat and scribbled on it. "Here you go," he said, handing it to me just as they walked up.

"Really, I think my valet might cry when he sees this," Nelson said with a sigh standing there. "And I really don't know that I want to be seen in public, looking this … common." The amount of distaste in his tone made me fight back a smile.

"I must agree," said Wilson. "While I might not hold myself to wearing the highest style, this is not how I wish to be seen. I think I will call it an early night, gentlemen."

Porlan sighed. "I should return home, ensure that this can get soaked before they are ruined. If you gentlemen would give me a lift home?"

I filed that away. It meant all of them knew where he lived, which told me nothing about it being a group involvement or not. They drifted away, leaving Lord Percy Spartan and I sitting there with three empty chairs in front of us.

With my thoughts racing, I didn't notice the silence until Spartan broke it. "Whatever Chris is involved in, I can assure you Wilson is not, and I doubt Nelson is. The man has no idea how to keep a secret and wears his emotions like a boutonnière. All I ask is that if it is bad, you try to keep Wilson out of it. His parents are older. He was a surprise child after a decade of trying. It is part of the reason he is overly spoiled."

I sent a look at him. "What makes you think he is involved in anything?"

Another twist of lips from him before he took a real sip of his drink. "Because you are too intelligent to be involved in this stupidity. Which means you are here for some other reason. I also haven't seen you in society ever before, yet your English has the flavour of London in the poorer areas. Which means you either have avoided all society until now, or you were only recently acknowledged. If so, you've been doing something else to make a living for the last decade or more. This group isn't one someone like that would have any dealings with."

Laughter bubbled up. "I don't know. I might rather enjoy talking to you."

He gave me a level stare. "But I am with them only because of duty, and I suspect you are, too."

A pang of worry shot through me. I would need to work on being a lay-about more. Apparently, my act wasn't very believable. "Or maybe I wanted to see what being young and feckless was about?"

"Then you found the right group. Whenever you would like some intelligent company, feel free to find me, but until then I believe I will head home. I have some work to do." He rose gracefully, setting the wineglass down, barely touched.

"Do you know Renford Foxglove?" I asked suddenly.

He paused, about to step away. "Yes. We are in a society together."

"He is a … friend. More so of my brothers', but he is someone I enjoy talking to." And he is someone I think I can trust. It would be nice to add to that collection.

Percy looked at me then nodded slowly. "That is a much more suitable sort of friend. Until next time." He gave me a quick bow and left.

I stopped and wrote out a message for Captain Merrings with all the information about Chris Porlan, then I headed home. It had been a long day, and the idea of sitting quietly for a while with a glass of whiskey sounded amazing.
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Sunday, July 16th

Iavoided Swifts Saturday evening, after my shift at the East India Club. The idea of dealing with the entitled idiots just left me exhausted, though I rather enjoyed Spartan. He might be a man I'd like to know. The others were sheep too stupid to recognize a wolf. I mimicked Duncan and just slept. I figured I'd get word if something happened.

Sunday, I slept in. With no Carlyle, all I needed to do was do my training with the escapy running and try to wear myself out. The physical exercise felt good, and when I headed back to the mansion, I felt a bit more in sync with myself than I had for a while. Turns out all the exercise the army made me do, helped with my sanity.

A quick bath with bracing cold water, and I felt ready to deal with the Swifts and the men in it. It was about eight when I got there. A bit early, but I hoped I could just watch people for a while. There was some chatter going on, but rather than engage, I found a chair in a far corner and watched the information get passed around the room. It amused me to see it spread like frost across the pane. At some point I would be pulled into their game, but at this moment, it wasn't worth it.

That changed when I saw Renford stride in. He must have started with the rooms on the other side of the building, as when he turned toward the corner I was in, he headed straight to me, a strange look on his face.

My back was to the wall. I'd had to move the chair a bit to accomplish that, but I didn't care. He dragged over another chair, positioning it beside me, so no one could come up to us without notice. He didn't say anything until one of the staff brought him a drink and left us both with whiskeys.

"Well, was it you?" he asked, his voice low, but not a whisper. Another thing I'd learned, whispers actually carried better.

"Was it me what?" I asked, looking at him, confused about the topic of this conversation.

"Oh, you haven't heard?" He settled back in his chair, but his voice was still low.

"Well, I've been watching something spread across the club, but no one really knows me well enough yet to share, so please, enlighten me." I really didn't care, but I supposed I should find out, to not know would quickly become something unusual, which I didn't need.

Renford shook his head. "Apparently the houses of Lingbaten, Porlan, Mansher, and Spartan were raided last night and all of them were pulled in. Spartan was released yesterday. The others are still being held in the Tower."

When you said tower in such a way, it could only mean the Tower of London. Which was historically not a good place for any noble to be. They often didn't leave with their head still attached.

"What?" I cursed myself after the words slipped out, but I didn't know what else to say.

A sideways glance at me that implied much, but I just shook my head. To be honest, I didn't know.

"Yes, no one knows what is going on. Their parents are demanding an audience with the Queen, but nothing is coming in or out of the palace. Now would you know anything about that?" His voice had lost some of the annoyance, now it was curiosity and sharp intelligence.

All I could figure was Merrings had found someone to talk to, and they didn't think it was all ravings of an idiot. A buzz coursed through me, but I didn't know if it was excitement or relief that someone believed me. My information might still be wrong, but if so at least it was being checked out.

"I see," I managed to say, sipping some more whiskey. At least then I could blame any reactions on the burn of the whiskey. Carlyle's was definitely better. "That is odd."

Renford snorted. "So the big question is why were they pulled in? And then why weren't you?"

I paused, looking at him with what I hoped was an innocent expression. "Why would I be pulled in? Just because they are all members of the club doesn't mean that is why they were pulled in." Even I didn't buy it, but I wasn't sure what else to say.

"Yes, because two of them are so naïve, I could sell them land in the colonies and they would buy it," Renford said dryly.

I managed to not laugh, but it was close. "I really don't know. You know how it is with the police. They could have witnessed something. That actually makes more sense. As I've only gone out with them once. And Spartan wasn't with us." I said the last bit with maybe more triumph than I should have, but it was a good point.

"Ah," Renford said, leaning back. "I did not think of that. That is a valid option. If they were witness to something, that would make perfect sense. But it must have been important to pull them out of their houses like that."

I shrugged, affecting unconcern. "I am sure it is nothing. In another day, we will have the entire story, and in a week there will be a new outrage to get the tongues wagging." Suddenly I felt weary of the whole thing. "I think I shall call it a day and go home."

Renford nodded, then looked at me. "How is Duncan?"

My mood changed instantly, and the rest of the club ceased to matter. This time my sigh wasn't manufactured. "I don't know. He still sleeps most of the day. The servants said he is only getting laudanum at night now and manages to take care of his own needs, but he just sleeps. He's at least looking more human and less like a boiled lobster."

Renford nodded his head. "I want to talk to him, but until he is ready to talk, I suppose it doesn't matter. Will ... Will you let him know I'm asking about him and I am anxious to have him well? I've missed my friend."

A smile spread across my face with no thought. "Yes. As soon as he is up and moving, I will try to encourage him to come visit."

"Thank you."

"I met Spartan yesterday. He is a likeable man." I left it unsaid that I liked him much more than the others.

"Yeah. He's an intelligent man." That told me everything I'd suspected. For Renford, intelligence was more important than most anything else.

We talked for a few more minutes, still watching the ripple of gossip flow through the club. But the curiosity about exactly what happened burned in me. I hoped I'd get an answer. When Renford left, I followed soon after. At this time of the night, I grabbed a hansom, not wanting to ruin my clothes by getting mugged again.

When I got home, the footman presented a letter for me. "This was delivered for you soon after you left, sir."

"Ah, thank you, Geoff," I said as I took the letter. The desire to rip it open right there was huge. But as I could see it wasn't in Emmeline's hand, it should probably wait until I got up to my room. If nothing else, all the self control I was having to practice lately should put me in good stead down the road when I needed to resist something.

I took the time to stick my head in Duncan's room, using my candle to illuminate him. He was now only a light pink, and his hair was growing in quickly, but he looked thin and still, like he grieved even in sleep. I hoped he would be better soon. Not only because I was worried about it, but there was also the aspect that I had no clue where the green ledger might be.

Once in my room and out of the restrictive clothes. I paused thinking about that. These clothes, of much higher quality than Jamie wore, prevented the same easy movement. There were some moves I could never do in this clothing, and that could be bad. The idea trickled through my mind, and something itched at the back of it. Something Laura had mentioned when I was leaving Emmeline's about clothes with pants in them. A custom designer. I would have to follow up with her. Hopefully, when I went to get the ledger back and deliver good news about Duncan I could ask her about that.

Sitting down, I opened the letter, a wisp of relief going through my body.

Silas -

The information provided was delivered to the correct people in the palace, and they worked with Scotland Yard. All possible parties have been brought in for questioning. Don't hold your breath for any future information that doesn't make the paper, but if I find out anything, I'll tell you.

Captain Merrings

It was short and to the point, but it served its purpose. It was probably good I hadn't seen this before going to the club. I might not have been able to hide my smugness. My complete innocence regarding the issue made it easier to be truthful.

I stared at it for a long time, then I burned the letter with a candle I had in the room, letting the ashes fall into the chamber pot. Evidence that I had anything to do with this would not be wise. Even if I trusted the servants, they talked, and I didn't want this to get out at all.

For London standards, it was still early, but I had to get up in the morning for work at the club. Yet I felt too restless to sleep. I shook my head and went to sit on the back terrace. The muggy summer air clung to everything like a toddler with sticky hands. With a glass of whiskey, I sat there and thought about everything. My life seemed to be a mix of non-stop or boredom. The problem was I preferred the non-stop, which said odd things about my personality.

The whiskey was gone, and I knew I should get to bed, but right then, I didn't have the energy to move from the spot. Instead, I sat and listened to London. Even at ten at night, the city was alive with noises and they provided the music to my soul searching as I sat there. Where was I going?


Forty-Four
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July 16th - July 22nd

The next week moved with the speed of molasses. With no Carlyle to go talk to, Duncan still avoiding the land of the living, and nothing else to do, I worked and practiced. It became more and more obvious that I needed to deal with clothes. I'd already ripped at least one pair of pants trying to bounce off a wall. Friday afternoon I got a message from Emmeline that the red ledger was done. I made plans to get it in the next few days. As soon as it was returned to the vault, my ties to the club could be severed at any time.

The earl had sent word he would be another two weeks at the least. That meant the rush to get the ledger was low. It told me nothing else, but I felt like a marble bouncing against the walls, my own thoughts restricting me as much as my clothes. Something needed to change soon, or I might not keep my sanity.

Saturday after work, I came home to find the servants in a tizzy. They told me a Miss Carlton had come and chewed Duncan out while he was in his bedclothes in bed. The amused horror at a woman doing that was mixed with joy and relief as they told me he was now out in his workshop doing something.

I grinned and let him be. I would talk to him at dinner. The feeling of the house changed, and the pall that seemed to hang over it lifted. I sat down at dinner, waiting, when Duncan came in slowly. "Duncan, you're up."

He paused in the doorway, swaying as if he couldn't decide to stay or pass out. But still he was up and moving, and that made everything else almost okay. The words seemed to be the motivation he needed to sit down. I tried to keep my smile to something normal, not a huge grin. Scaring him back to bed would be horrible.

"I'm glad to see you outside your bedroom." I started to ask him how he felt, but that seemed too invasive for now. Instead, I switched to something I hoped was a bit more leading. "So, what are your plans?"

He looked at me and for a horrifying moment. I thought maybe he didn't understand what I'd asked, and he'd lost his wits. It had happened before with people who'd seen something they couldn't live with. To my relief, he started to talk, and I had to focus on my plate to not scare him.

"I'm working on ways to protect people from fires. But I think I'll need to talk to Renford and visit a society library or two. There are some things I need to research."

He gave me complete sentences, and I nodded in the right places, trying to not sound too sappy or enthusiastic. "That sounds like an excellent idea. When you are ready to test them, I'll be more than happy to assist."

There was a listless nod. "Thank you. What about you? What have you been doing?"

That was a loaded question, and too much I couldn't explain. "Running errands for a friend and working at the club. Speaking of which. Father sent a note that he'll be extending his stay in Ireland for another two weeks." I didn't know if it would help, but I said a small lie. "He said he hoped you were doing better."

The nod was lacklustre at best, so in desperation I babbled a bit. "So because of that, Emmie's already gotten the red ledger and copied it. Do you know where the green one is?" If he didn't, we might be in trouble. Though I had looked through the earl's desk, I had seen little besides the stack of money in the locked drawer and the gun. Nothing else had seemed like the ledger they were looking for.

I waited for the words to process as he blinked at me. Just as I was starting to worry that maybe he wasn't fully there, he spoke. "I think I do, but it's in a lockbox."

My smile was full of relief, both that he knew and that it was a complete sentence. "That I think I can handle."

We ate with only the occasional comment. He ate like it was gruel, not the amazing food it was. I reminded myself it was the first day. He would get better. He had to. When the meal was finished and the servants had cleared our plates, I looked at him. "You said you think you know where the green ledger would be?"

"Yes, if you're done, I can show you." He pushed his chair back with a wobble. Duncan needed a new cane from the amount of swaying he was doing.

I followed him to the earl's study, where he shut the door behind us and locked it to my surprise and curiosity.

"Is that necessary?" The servants rarely bugged us with the earl gone.

He didn't look at me, just limped towards the desk. "No, maybe, yes. Either way, this way the servants can't accidentally come in, and nobody will see anything that they might have to lie about."

I didn't disagree, but it was very un-Duncan-like, and that was what worried me the most. To my surprise, he moved behind the desk and lifted off the large painting with a grunt of effort. Looking behind the picture had never occurred to me. Once he set it down, a hole cut into the wall was revealed. In it sat a lock box. Yet another place I'd have to remember to look in the future if I was hunting for something through a room. I glanced at the other paintings in the study and knew I'd have to look behind them all now, just because I needed to know. And the ones in my bedroom.

He lifted out the box and sat it down on the desk. It was about twice the size of the one in the club, but had a simple lock on it. Picking it would be good practice, but not exactly a challenge.

I sat down and looked at it. "I wonder why he kept a safe box here and not just used the other box that he had at the club."

"Most likely because if, as Emmeline said, the red ledger contains the actual accurate data, this ledger would normally be kept at home so when the Crown comes calling for tax receipts, he could be seen to be handing it over to them." He said all of it, staring at the wall, but I knew he didn't see anything. What exactly was haunting him?

I pulled out the lock pick set, one that I knew I needed to improve. "This is something I had meant to talk to you about before, but you were too busy. Maybe later, when you're more up for a challenge, we can talk about improving upon this set." Concentrating, my lower lip between my teeth, I extracted the two tools I would need to open this. A single pin hook and a bracing hook. I slipped them both in and worked at the lock. It was a simple click lock, and I pushed the lever out of the way and the lock clicked open.

"Huh," Duncan said. "So that is what lock picking looks like. I would've never associated those funny little tools with being able to open locks."

"If I can get this to her this evening, she should have a few days to copy it. I hope." And I could pick up the red ledger at the same time and put it back away in the morning. I'd have to get there super early, but that I could do.

"How is she doing?"

I was delighted he cared enough to ask. "Well, better you than you," I said, cataloguing his state. "What are you going to do?"

Once more, he looked at things that only existed in his mind. "I am unsure. But first I think I will go talk to Miss Carlton. She is part of the reason I am up and moving. She said there was a way I could help against the men who started the fire." His head snapped around to stare at me with an intensity that had been missing, and I all but sighed in relief. "You said something about the fire?"

"It being magically guided? I think so. I went and looked, and there is much that doesn't make sense. The mill had fabric, not oil. It shouldn't have been engulfed so quickly. But…" I sighed and leaned back in the desk chair, looking at my brother. With luck, this next bit of information would be what he needed to hear. "I don't know if it makes any difference, but the earl is doing right by the employees." I held my breath as I waited to see how he reacted.

"What does that mean?" His voice remained flat as he looked at me.

"They are paying for all funeral services and providing the families of the workers a year's salary, at the new rate."

"That seems unlike him."

I tried to turn my sneer into a smile. The real reason made it much less altruistic. "Apparently they are making a fortune off of whatever you changed the wood into. It's enough to replace all the looms. With the new ones you designed."

"Ah. I need to put the box up and then bed, I think." There was no outrage or humour. I'd have preferred some reaction. But he had been moving a lot today. I'd make it a late night. I had tomorrow off anyhow. Duncan reached into the box and pulled out a sheaf of papers and peered at them. His face paled a bit, but he didn't say anything, just looked at them.

"What are those?" I tried to see them, but the light and the angle were bad.

For a moment, I didn't think he would respond. When he did, his voice was flat. "They are commitment documents for Emmeline. Signed by a doctor saying, 'She is irrevocably deranged and will never be able to exist in society'. It was dated a few days before he kicked her out."

Ice coated my spirit, and I looked at him. "Why?" Why would the earl do that to his own daughter?

Duncan shrugged, slipping the papers into his pocket, his eyes burning into mine. "Because. I don't know. But you can't ever tell her. I'll take these and make sure he doesn't have them. The last thing I want is this coming out. Is she going ahead with the lawsuit?"

"Yes. Here in the next week or two. I need to get this to her." I tapped the green ledger, already the burning need to be moving filling me. "Then they'll be ready to sue."

"Do that. Tell her I'll come see her in a day or two. I'm not quite ready yet."

I nodded, looking at his face. "I'm sorry."

"For?"

"Your father not being the man you wanted," I said. Part of me was sorry he wasn't the man I wanted either, but then when he never showed up in my childhood, I had already prepared myself for that. But Duncan and Emmeline—they had not deserved that.

"His loss, not ours. I at least got siblings out of him, if I got nothing else." Duncan put the box back, then the picture. He didn't speak again, just headed out and climbed the stairs in a slow, painful gait.

I wasted no time and headed to Emmeline's. But everything bubbled in my mind, and it was late. Rather than coming in, I just handed her the book.

"He's up and moving about. Still depressed, but he said he'd be by in a few days."

Some of the stress fled her body. "Good. I'll be glad to see him." She handed me the red ledger. "I'll let you know as soon as this is done."

"One more question, Emmeline. Your clothes."

She paused and gave me a look, so I hurried on. "They are not the norm, and I find I need a way for the clothes a gentleman wears to be much less restrictive than they are." I didn't know how to else to say it. Should I tell her I need to be racing around without ripping my clothes?

"I'll give you the address for Diante. What she can do for you is up to her," she said with an amused smile.

Two minutes later, I had the address on a card, and we went our separate ways. I decided to walk as I needed to practice moving well in these clothes. Tracing imaginary lines with my mind and following them kept me occupied, but there was a large part of me that expected constables to boil out of a carriage at any minute and grab me. I needed to practice my moves more before I went back to see Jamie. Besides, I needed to plan how to get this back in the vault room.

Only Geoff was still up when I got home. He let me know Duncan had gone to bed without drugs or alcohol, and I let myself hope he was on his way to recovery, but I had no illusions that it would be a fast thing, at least he was making steps toward it.

I headed to my room and stripped in the little screened area, only a candle for my light. My mind went through what I needed to do tomorrow. After pulling my nightshirt on, I turned, stepped out into my room proper, and almost screamed, the candle flying through the air as two glowing eyes stared at me from my bed.


Forty-Five
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Sunday, July 23rd

As the candle flew up, I recognized the shape of Rogaire and scrambled to catch the light object before it brushed against something that would catch fire. Once I had it firmly in my hand, I looked at the creature.

"Rogaire?" I whispered, hoping that it wasn't about to eat me. I'd seen those teeth.

~Silas Emmason Luck. I need your … help.~

The words sounded in my head, and I had to sit down. It was one thing to know; it was something else to have it be so forcefully reminded.

"Um, sure," I said warily, looking at the creature.

~Carlyle has been taken prisoner, and I need your assistance to find him and rescue him.~ The words had a growl sort of sound to them, for all that they were in my head. I could hear worry and frustration.

"I can. What do you need me to do?" I moved to start putting clothes on.

~I am unsure. He has been unconscious for the last day. They moved him since the last time I spoke to him. I can find him when he wakes, but not when he is unconscious.~ There was a wealth of annoyance in that comment, and I could understand that.

"Who is 'them'? Is he hurt?" I found myself wavering between wanting to change my clothes and rush out. I shrugged, not knowing how to find a man that his own familiar didn't know where he was.

~Injured, yes. But I have been unable to determine how long or how badly. And if he gets sick, I may not be able to locate him as easily, as his perceptions will be altered.~

I sank down in my chair, looking at Rogaire. "That doesn't sound good. What can I do to help?"

The creature sighed. ~Once I find him, I need you to rescue him. I can't carry him, nor get him the assistance he needs.~

I frowned. "I've seen you just appear places. Can't you just go get him?"

Rogaire made an odd whining sound. It was between a whimper and a growl. ~I can step myself through the world, but there is not enough magic on Earth yet for me to pull him through. It has to be done the human way. Though feel free to destroy anything in your way.~ There was a snarl of frustration in the last sentence.

I narrowed my eyes at the word. Yet. That implied there would be enough magic for him to take others through someday. I filed the information away and focused.

"I can do that, but …" I paused, thinking. "Any chance you will find him tomorrow?"

A flick of wings was my only answer. That meant if he found him during the day and I had to bail from my job, I would have no way to get the ledger back. So that meant I had to get it put back tomorrow.

"Can you carry a book with you through the world?"

Rogaire tilted his head. ~How big of one? Some of Carlyle's are heavy.~ I grabbed the red ledger, wrapped it in a scarf to create a handle for Rogaire to bite on. He picked it up by the scarf, lifting it as he moved his head up. The book hadn't seemed heavy to me, but what did I know?

~Barely, but yes. I think.~

The think made me nervous, even a bit of damage to that book could ruin everything. "Would waiting another day make a difference?"

~Unlikely, but every moment more magic slips into your world, making it more tolerable for ones like me.~

In two minutes I had found out more about the magical creatures that had attached to some mages than I had since this all began. But it was for later. My desire to go now and replace it was high, but I was tired. And Saturday nights were busy with everyone making plans for the week ahead, and my presence there would be noted.

"As soon as I can return this book, the timing of your assistance needs will not matter. I'll be ready to quit that job at any time." I didn't mention the longer I worked there the better for all of us, but compared to Carlyle's life, it wasn't important.

~Then you should return it quickly. I will not allow anything to prevent us from rescuing my mage.~ There was a growl of warning.

"I'll try. If you find Carlyle tomorrow, I will go with you and help." If that happened, surely I could return the book the next day. I still had the key, and we had a week left.

Rogaire nodded, then rose, stepped off my bed, and vanished before his feet hit the floor. I stared at the now vacant bed, an icy chill running up my spine. That he could get in here and out with no one the wiser crystallized an entirely new aspect of magic for me. That Aralez—or at least Carlyle had said that was what Rogaire was—could step into anyone's space, anywhere, and kill them. And you would never know it was there.

The penny dreadful novels suddenly seemed much more real and cast a different light on what Carlyle was working on.

I slept poorly that night, images of teeth and blood invading my dreams. By the time morning came, I was glad to be awake and dealing with something other than my imagination. The world was much more mundane than my dreams.

I had reached out to the address Emmeline gave me for the dressmaker and received an invite to come by today, but the tone had been odd. Either way, I needed to do something, especially if I needed to be rescuing people in the near future. My clothes wouldn't hold up to anything really strenuous.

The cab dropped me off at a shop with an unprepossessing front, but if Emmeline said this person was the best, then I would believe her. I walked in, and the bell jangled as the door opened then again as it closed.

"One moment."

The voice came from the back; and I waited, turning to see a shop full of colours, vibrant, and eye-catching. Exactly what I didn't need. Pushing down my reservations, I waited, even as everything seemed overly gaudy and attention garnering.

"Ah, you must be Silas Luck," a throaty voice said. I turned and stopped, looking at her. Long brown hair, piled in a twist at the top of her head, a square body that reminded me of Emmeline, bright blue dhotis, loose pants popular in India, topped with a short saree with gold borders and peacock feathers all over it. The shadow of a beard on the firm chin and the Adam's Apple made me blink for a second, but then I shrugged. In India, there was a group called hirja that felt they were the opposite gender. Some of the officers and other enlisted had issues with it, but I found them to be people. Many Bengalese thought we were idiots for wearing the heavy uniforms we did. I agreed with them, so who was I to say anyone shouldn't wear what they wanted? Most of the time, they seemed happy, though they avoided most of the more uptight officers.

I nodded my head. "Yes, ma'am. My sister said you might be able to help me."

There was the slightest twitch of an eyebrow up, but she looked me up and down. "Please call me Diante. What are you looking for? A dress?" There was no contempt, it was just a question, and I swear I could almost see her designing an outfit in her mind.

I hurried to stop her. "No. I need something else." I cleared my throat and tried to think about how to phrase it. "While I need to look like a lord, there are times I need to be a bit more active, and the clothing is too restrictive. I may need to run and roll and yet not retain dirt or tear my clothes if I do something athletic."

"Ah." There was a tilt of her head as she scanned me. "You need to be able to move like a young scamp, but not appear as if you aren't dignified."

I laughed, her throaty voice feeling like velvet across my ears. "Yes, that. Most tailors feel like you shouldn't be able to move, only pose and look perfect. I need a bit more flexibility than that."

"If this wasn't London, that would be easy enough." She raised a leg, exposing a length of calf where the dhoti she wore was gathered. "These are wonderfully comfortable, but not what is socially acceptable at the moment." Diante turned to view the rows of fabric, then back at me, a crease between her brows. "I have an idea, but it would be a bit fashion forward."

I shrugged. "Emmeline is setting new standards. Why not make it look like a family affair?"

This time she barked out a laugh. "Very well. Come here, as I will need to get some measurements to do this. I am assuming an entire outfit?"

"Unless you believe my shirts or what I currently have will work."

She tilted her head, looking at me. "Is what you are wearing representative of what you own?"

"Yes. I have two more shirts, one pair of pants, two waistcoats in different colours, and a jacket in a light grey." The one I was wearing was a dark grey with black details, with a light green waistcoat and black pants. Duncan had all of them made at the same place, so they were all very much of the same feel. Safe and expected.

"Very well. Come. Let me get your measurements. This won't take me long as clothes that you are requesting are much less complicated than a dress. Come back in two days, and I should have a sample ready for you to try." It took her ten minutes to measure me in quick, efficient movements. Then I was out the door as she disappeared into her shop to continue to work on what I was sure were many orders.

Feeling the need to both stretch my legs and practice, I headed to Hyde Park. There were enough rarely used trails I could run and jump along with little risk of anyone seeing me. Not to mention fallen trees to practice my balance on. It also let me be consciously aware of the areas of my clothing that pulled and resisted movement. When I saw Diante again, I would have to point these places out.

My body moved as my mind raced, but then I added magic to the shifts of what I was doing. If I needed to rescue Carlyle—not that Rogaire had told me much about where he was—I needed to assume I had to carry him, break him out, which meant possibly ropes, a cell, or even shackles. The possibilities raced through my mind. I didn't think we would have time for me to pick a lock, which meant using magic to deal with it. I needed to practice what Miss Jerritts had shown me. But how?

My mind and feet led me to the second hand street, and soon enough I found a man selling well used pots and chains. Even a few links of chain could have uses, and if you were poor, as long as the pot would still hold water, it had a use. I bought those for a few pennies and headed back to my room at the mansion. I needed to practice.

The next few hours were spent making sure I could dissolve metal without touching the paper that I placed it on. If I could do that, the odds were I wouldn't hurt any flesh that was next to it. By the time a quiet dinner was over—neither Duncan nor I were up for much talk—I collapsed into bed, both dreading and looking forward to rescuing Carlyle.


Forty-Six
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July 24th - July 28th

My normal start time was 6:30, hours before the members would arrive. That morning I arrived at 5:45 in the morning, the sky still dark, the city still mostly sleeping. Only one other person was there. In my arms, I held a jacket, the ledger wrapped in it.

Wilkes opened the door giving me a raised eyebrow look, but he shrugged and went back to preparing the kitchen; his job in the mornings. It was why he left as soon as lunch hour was over. He made bread, got the meats all sliced for fast cooking, and ensured all the pots were ready with coffee, chocolate, and tea.

It meant he was absolutely involved in bread and other prep and almost never noticed anything else. My job was to set the dining area, wash any dishes left from the night before, and ensure everything was set back to rights. Wilkes and Barret would show up on time and not a minute earlier, and Reese—who was back to work—would be there closer to seven.

I walked to the vault, opened the door, slipped in, pulled out the drawer, and slid the ledger in. I pulled out the piece of wax and dropped it in my pocket. The entire process took less than two minutes and was oddly a let down. I had done it all with no one the wiser. With that done and the worst of any risks over, I went to work. I had only worked there for less than three months and they had treated me well, but I was bored and it provided none of the thrill that doing 'errands' for Carlyle had done. Even the racing around Hyde Park to practice running and jumping was more interesting.

My introspective boredom lasted until the first members came in, everyone holding newspapers and talking about the rumours about the Queen and a ball. I caught the snippets and finally had a moment to read one of the papers. It oddly wasn't on the first page, but the third. In that small article the palace announced there would be a proclamation coming out soon, with the backing of Parliament, regarding magic. While there was no timeline, both the Crown and Parliament were discussing the issue.

That was a bit of a shock, and people argued back and forth as to what should be done. How should this magic thing be handled? My thoughts and all the things I'd learned swirled in my head. I both wanted control for others, but I didn't want to have my own abilities restricted. With that new information in my head, I kept my head down as I worked, but I noticed Colonel Lloyd eye me suspiciously once or twice, but at this point it didn't matter, and I let it be.

He never said anything, and I left that day, relieved that all we had to do was get the green ledger back. But that was much easier as long as the earl hadn't returned.

I kept waiting for Rogaire to reappear, and I was becoming overly jumping every time a shadow moved. But nothing. That also raised my worry about Carlyle. Who had him and for how long? That only Rogaire knew he was gone was also stressful.

The week crept by, and I waited for any information. Information about the assassination attempt. Emmeline's court case. Carlyle. Duncan. All these issues circled me, but I knew nothing about any of them. Duncan wasn't talking, though the earl was due back this weekend. He seemed completely focused on something, to the point he missed most dinners. When he was there, he just said he'd explain later. After it was irreversible. I let it be.

Friday after work, I headed to see Diante, curious as to what she had come up with. The familiar jingle of the bell rang as I entered. This time she was at the counter wearing what looked like an oriental style jacket in vivid yellow. It had designs of flowers all over it, and oddly it worked. Though it would have garnered stares and confusion anywhere she went.

"Mr. Luck, excellent timing. I believe I have what you needed." She came around the low counter. I saw this time she wore straight pants under the jacket, though the jacket came past her knees. It reminded me of a cheongsam. There had been several Chinese that came through when I was in India, usually traders and the women had often worn something similar.

She went into the back and came out with three pieces of clothing that she laid on the corner. "These are the prototypes. Let me show you. On the pants, I put a diamond shaped gusset at the crotch. That will let you get a longer leg extension without having to worry about the cloth restricting you. There are hidden pleats along the outer seams of the thighs that will let you squat without risking the pants tearing, and I placed small vents at the ankles. If you ever need to run or need to pull the bottom of the pant up, you can easily tear the stitches that hold them closed. Afterwards, anyone can tack them back in place."

I inspected all the places she had indicated and realized they were all the tightness and areas of resistance that I noted when I was out practicing. A smile grew on my face. This would solve a lot of problems.

"Now for the waistcoat. See here, these are more pleats. They'll let you move, and again I put splits that are tacked. If you need to fight, the stitches will tear, giving you a greater range of movement." Diante sighed as she pointed to the jacket. "This is the one I'm the least sure about. Men's fashion right now is so form fitting that there aren't a lot of options. The length of the jacket helps to hide the changes I made to the pants. But I put pleats on the side and back. The decorative stitching is to make it look like a design choice. There is a similar gusset in the underarms. But my suggestion would be to dump the jacket if you need to do anything overly physical."

"These are amazing and more than I could have hoped for. You are correct about ditching the jacket, but losing pants draws much more attention."

She flashed a smile at me. "There is one more suggestion I have for you." Diante reached behind the counter and pulled out a weird contraption of leather straps and buckles. "This is called a shoulder holster. The Americas are using them a lot. It is modified to have a small pouch to keep things in it like tinder and a striker. If you decide you need a gun, this is the best way to carry it, and I made sure the jacket is loose enough to cover it when it is closed."

I picked it up and looked at it. Diante helped me see how it went on. The pouch would easily hold money and a few other items without being at risk of a pickpocket. As for a gun … I frowned at that. I had no fear of guns, having used them for years, but the smaller handheld ones were something new, and only a few had made their way to London. Besides, with my magic, I could kill more easily and quicker than without it.

"Can you alter this to be the pouch on either side? That would be of more use to me." It meant I'd have some place to store my lock picks and a candle if I needed to ditch the jacket. That idea appealed to me quite a bit. And with my Fire magic, I could always pull fire to a candle.

Her eyebrows rose, but she nodded. "Easily. Then you like this?"

"Yes. I think with the jacket only two, but at least four of the trousers. Those will solve most of my issues I have with fashion."

We talked a bit longer—me mostly convincing her I didn't need bright colours on them—before I headed back toward the mansion. Duncan wasn't there when I came in, so I told the servants just a cold meal for me. I was eating in the living room, reading a book when a message arrived. It was addressed to Duncan and myself, so I opened it and felt my heart sink. Emmeline's suit had been denied.

That meant we needed to make sure she had the money needed to keep her life moving along. I resolved to make sure my money was invested as best I could and would continue to work. I felt a bit trapped, but then there wasn't much I could do. After finishing reading a dry piece on how Troy was completely fictional, I headed toward an early bed. One more day, then my day off.

I crawled in bed and snuffed out the candle, another nice aspect of my magic in that I could do that while still tucked into bed. Sleep had just crept up my body when a heavy weight dropped onto the bed, scaring me so badly only the tail in my mouth forestalled the scream that I would have let loose.

~Silence, unless you wish your servants to wake.~ Rogaire's voice rolled through my mind, and I pushed the tail out of my mouth, spitting out hair.

"Is it so hard to warn me?" I hissed, my heart still thundering in my ears as I convinced my body that I wasn't in immediate danger of dying. At least not quite.

~Where would the fun in that be?~ He said with a laugh in my mind. It felt like someone tickling inside me, and I both enjoyed and despised it at the same time. ~Come. I found him. He is hurt.~

The creature moved off me so I could move. I rolled out of bed, relighting the candle with a wisp of thought. "Where is he?" I asked as I pulled on the workman clothes I had. They would give me more movement, and I didn't believe Rogaire needed Lord Luck. I suspected that Silas Emmason was the man he would require for this endeavour.

~Held tunnels in Whitechapel.~

I turned slowly to look at him. Whitechapel was one of the worst areas of London, and even when the nobles went slumming, they usually avoided Whitechapel. The thrill that had been in my body faded, and an icy ball of dread filled my stomach instead.

"That is where we are going?" I asked, my mind racing.

~Unless your fear is greater than your loyalty,~ Rogaire said with a biting tone.

I didn't even bother to respond, just continued to get dressed, making sure I tucked in my clothes and grabbing my hat. I needed to look scary and dangerous if I wanted to get there in one piece. Magic would only go so far. The best bet was to look too intimidating to mess with.

This was the payment for thinking I was bored and wanted more adventure in my life.


Forty-Seven
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Friday, July 28th

Ihad underestimated how intimidating Rogaire was trotting next to me. It was a long walk to Whitechapel from the mansion, but with his smoke black form stalking next to me, even the few who stepped out of the shadows faltered and faded away.

"You are an excellent deterrent," I murmured, well aware his ears would catch anything I said.

~They know I would eat them with pleasure,~ he rumbled back in my mind, and the hunger that coated the edges both disturbed and amused me.

I let that slide, not wanting him to decide to slake his hunger on me. We approached a building that had women of questionable virtue standing near it.

"Here?" This made little sense to me, but what did I know?

~The entrance to the tunnel is inside. I will meet you once you gain entrance. You need to go to the basement and there is a barrel that is a door.~

I glanced down at the creature; suddenly glad I'd stuffed a little money in my shirt. "That is easier said than done," I muttered.

~Do it. He is down there,~ Rogaire insisted. With that, he faded into the shadows. and I had no idea if he was still there or not. It felt like every eye on the street was on me, but there were enough other people roaming around that I wasn't that obvious, especially with Rogaire no longer at my side.

Shaking my head, I walked up to the door of what was obviously a low rent brothel. A woman with breasts spilling over her top smiled at me, her crooked teeth yellow in the torchlight. At least I hoped they were yellow because of the torchlight.

"Looking for some fun, handsome?" the woman purred, ensuring that her cleavage was unavoidable.

I leaned in and leered a bit, trying to channel one of the biggest flirts I'd ever met. He had treated every woman he saw like she was going to be in his bed. It worked an astonishing amount of the time.

"Maybe, anyone interesting in there? Mind if I wander in, scope out the offerings?" I slid a one pound note in her cleavage as I talked, reminding myself I could take a hot bath after this night. Very hot bath.

She leered back, licking her lips. "Go on in. Anyone will be more than happy to make you very 'appy," she said. The pound note had already disappeared, and I had zero doubt she had flagged me as an easy mark. So be it. If it got me to the area where I needed to be, I'd roll with it.

Stepping inside, the smoky air wrapped around me with sweat, sex, and opium. I could taste it on my tongue, and for a minute just how lucky I'd been washed through me. This would have been my life. For all the stupid, cruel choices the earl made, at least I wasn't here.

The thought stayed with me as I moved through the room, searching for the entrance to the basement. Finally, I saw a door that looked correct and wandered that way, flirting with women as I went, leaning into their touches and trying to look interested. Right then, all I wanted was a bath that was as hot as I could make it, and whiskey to clean the coating of poverty off my tongue. A large man was standing near the door, glaring at anyone that came too close, which also told me that was what I needed.

A distraction was called for. On the other side of the room were two women and a man on a couch that had seen better days. They had him between them, caressing him as he looked like he was having a hard time deciding who to choose. Fire was way too dangerous in a place like this, but a bit of Decay made perfect sense. A bit of hair to cause most of the material over there, though not the humans, to drop into an accelerated decay.

A bit of hair, and all the joints of the couch and the seams of the clothes just disintegrated. There was a shriek of outrage as bodies hit the floor in a tangle of limbs, tearing fabric, and splintering wood. The guard moved over to see what happened, and I moved behind him and down the stairs, hoping they didn't give out underneath me. The place was held together by rust and mud, from what I could tell.

The cellar was surprisingly organized, given what I'd seen upstairs. There were a few kegs, and a large barrel against the far wall, and a few baskets full of clothes. I ignored the baskets of clothing and moved toward the barrel. It was almost as tall as me and I had no idea how I would move it, but I trusted Rogaire had no reason to set me up. I reached for the barrel and tugged on it. To my surprise and relief, it moved. The barrel was actually only the outer frame on hinges, so when you pulled it open, it revealed a tunnel. And Rogaire standing there.

~You are slow. Come.~

I pulled it closed behind me. "Will light give us away?"

The dark shape, barely darker than the rest of the area, paused. ~You can not see?~

Only the cracks in the barrel and the small lamp in the cellar gave any light, but I bit back my snippy remark. "No," I managed. At this rate, I'd die because Rogaire forgot I was human.

~Little light. Will tell when not safe.~ With relief, I pulled a candle out of my pocket and lit it. The small flame did little, but it made it so I could see as I followed him through the low tunnel. I had to hunch over to prevent my head from hitting the ceiling. The tunnel was randomly braced with dry and cracking timber as we went, and the prospect of dying down here kept me tight on Rogaire's tail. We hadn't walked long when he stopped.

~Light out.~

I pulled the flame back and after a moment, put the candle away in my pocket. There was a flicker of light ahead of us, enough that I could make out a door that the light seeped through.

~People on the other side. They have Carlyle. He is hurt and not awake. Last talked to him, tied up. They beat him.~ There was a growl of anger through those words.

"How many?" I whispered. Getting through the door and taking them out would be the first consideration, then getting Carlyle out of Whitechapel. That might be harder.

~Four. I will help.~

That was a relief, because if Rogaire came charging at me out of the dark, I would probably scream and run away. Part of me thought tigers might be less scary.

I nodded my head and just decided to go for it. There was nothing I could do except trust myself and the creature at my side. I pulled on Decay for the hinges, waited a moment, then I lifted my foot and kicked. Rather than the glorious image of the door flying into the room, it splintered into shards everywhere. Two men were close to the door and jumped back away as the door flew open.

"What the bloody…" one of them cursed with a thick accent I didn't recognize, but English wasn't his first language.

"Get 'em," the other one snarled as they both got back to their feet, coming at me. A black shape flashed into the room, all teeth and claws, launching at the other man near the door. There was a scream as Rogaire sank teeth into that man's leg.

I reminded myself that fire would be a bad thing, as I didn't want half of London to burn down. But Entropy was slow and delicate, so that left me with Water. I pulled moisture out of the damp air in the basement and coated my hands in a cover of ice. It ached a bit, but as with the Fire, the magic that prevented me from burning also kept my hands from freezing. And it made my punches devastating.

My ice coated fist slammed into the first man, right in the kidneys, and I felt the ribs break like I'd swung a cudgel at him. The scream that left his lips as he staggered back, falling hard into a chair, and it splintered underneath him. He lay there panting as the other one came at me, and this time I swung at his jaw. The man blocked my right hook, but not the left and my fist impacted with his jaw, scattering shards of ice everywhere.

He went down in an oof of pain, then lay there on the floor, moaning, his jaw already swelling. The one Rogaire had attacked lay on the floor, blood pouring from a throat that had been ripped open. I didn't blanch, but the visceral reaction to that much blood reminded me these weren't friends. and leaving them alive might be more dangerous than I thought.

Did I want to kill them? Instead of fight? There was a whisper of it being dishonourable. The other man and the one whose ribs I'd broken were arming themselves with the legs of chairs that had been caught in the fast few minutes of the fight. My eyes caught sight of Carlyle, and I flinched. He was chained to the wall, hanging from his arms, and his face was so beaten I could barely recognize him.

That chased away what remnants of caring had existed in my soul. I stepped back, raised my hands, which caused them to pause, then I took what I'd learned, and applied it to their bodies. The price required was huge, over two inches of hair, and I didn't care. I just aged them. They screamed as their body reacted as if they were living decades in seconds. Their muscles atrophied, their hair whitened, and their bodies bent as if caught between the panels of a cider press.

I just stood there as they collapsed on the floor, easily looking like they were in their late nineties, bodies wrinkled and twisted as they were too weak to even stand. Rogaire padded over to me, looking at them with a dismissive glance.

~Effective. Now for Carlyle.~

For a long moment, I stood there looking at what I'd wrought. The worst part was I didn't care. I had felt more guilt about the man I'd killed rather than letting him die a slow death from the cart accident. These men? They mattered less to me than the fleas in their clothes. Pushing the thoughts away, I headed over to Carlyle. It looked like an old prison or something with chains driven into the wall. It took me a minute to figure out how to break open the manacles. When I finally did, he fell to the ground without a sound. Panic welled through me as I listened for a heartbeat or breathing.

~He is alive. But he needs care.~

I hefted Carlyle in my arms. He wasn't heavy, but I'd only be able to carry him for so long like this, and I feared hurting him more by throwing him over my shoulder. And I didn't know any way to make him weigh less.

"Which way out? Back the other way?" It was a long dark tunnel that way, and it would be hard to carry him, then up past all those witnesses.

~No. Follow.~ Rogaire turned and went up the stairs that led into this area, twisting up and creaking under each step.

I held Carlyle tight, worried that he wasn't even moaning in pain. Rogaire just broke through the door at the top, almost knocking it off the hinges. Just how strong was that animal? The thought wasn't worth following, but it added one more reason to never get him mad at me. We stepped into a hallway, and Rogaire changed. That wasn't quite right. He was still the same creature I'd known, but now he was something from out of a nightmare. His wings fluffed out, all but doubling his size, and his teeth, when he glanced back at me, seemed to glow in the low light, while his fur was blacker than the darkness. If I'd met him in an alley, I'd know I was about to die.

The house was in better shape than the brothel had been, but still it was steps lower than the boarding house I'd stayed in when I returned. He stalked through the halls, and I heard footsteps running up. He flared his wings, turning his head to snarl as a shape approached.

There was the sound of a scream, panicked feet running, and a door slamming. There were more sounds in the house as we neared the door he seemed to be headed for. Rogaire tilted his head back and howled.

I had heard the scream of tigers, monkeys, men in battle, and even the roar of an enraged water buffalo. Nothing compared to what came out of Rogaire. Every fear, every pain, all the promises of death in the dark were in that sound. I clutched Carlyle to me as I leaned against the wall, trying to convince my knees to not buckle and to not flee in fear. Screams went through the house, and I heard more doors slam, the sound of furniture being dragged across the floor, and sobs of fear.

Rogaire turned his glowing eyes and teeth toward me. ~Come. We go.~ He headed to the door and opened it with teeth and paw. I was still trying to remember how to move as all I wanted to do was hide.


Forty-Eight
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Saturday, July 29th

Istumbled out the front door as Rogaire went down the steps. It was late evening or early morning depending on your point of view, but most everyone was in bed, either asleep or terrified. He stalked down the middle of the street and I followed, struggling between my instinctive desire to get away from the monster and the fact that with every step Carlyle got heavier.

He'd never been a light man, but now he gained a stone every few steps. I looked around at where we were and had no idea.

"How much further?" I mumbled as I shifted the man yet again. I was panting, and he weighed at least double what he had.

Rogaire turned to look at me. ~A ways. Why?~

"I can't continue to carry him. He is too heavy, and if I throw him over my shoulder, I could hurt him worse." I'd stopped by that point and was leaning against a lamppost. I needed to set him down, but I was worried if I did that, I wouldn't be able to pick him back up.

Rogaire tilted his head, then turned to look around us. ~Wait here,~ he said, then with a step disappeared into nothing.

At that, I gave up and slid down the pole, resting Carlyle next to me. With luck, anyone seeing us would assume we drank too much to make it home. I wanted to close my eyes and think about everything that had just happened.

I'd just killed two, maybe three men. In theory, I'd rescued a friend. I'd used magic to kill in a brutally harsh way. And at no point had I been scared, and even now I had no regrets about what I'd done. It would be nice to get the complete story, but for now, I would be fine as long as he survived.

I sat there thinking through everything and realizing I'd rather do this three times a week, even with the risk of death, than ever live the life of a server at the club. As soon as Emmeline figured out what she wanted to do next and verified there was nothing gained by me working at the East India Club, I would be quitting. I wanted my siblings, but the earl had nothing for me. And this life, this would prevent me from being bored.

~Help comes,~ Rogaire said into my mind. I only jerked a little, turning to look at him.

"Help?" I looked around the dark streets. From where the moon was, it had to be around two or three in the morning. "Who is coming?"

~Merrings and Farns. They should be here shortly.~ He laid down next to Carlyle, gently licking his face, then he laid that scary head across Carlyle's legs, becoming a pet worried about his master with that one movement.

"You are terrifying," I said in a low voice, watching him.

He lifted his head the barest amount to turn and look at me. ~Yes, I am.~ With that comment he lowered his head back down, and we sat there in the dark hours of the night in Whitechapel. I laughed to myself. Anyone that attacked us would die quickly and in pain. It was odd to know you had little to fear from anyone.

A rattle of a carriage caught my attention, and I turned to look down the road. A minute later, a police carriage pulled up next to us, the constable driving looking more than a bit confused.

Farns jumped out, followed by Merrings. "What happened?" Farns gritted out as he knelt down to look at our mutual friend.

"I'm not sure. Need him to wake up to figure that out."

"Very well, let's get him to the hospit…" Merrings broke off, and I suspected Rogaire was making his desires known, though I couldn't hear them. After a minute, Merrings cleared his throat. "We are taking him to his home. We will care for him there."

Farns looked between the naval captain and the familiar, then nodded. "We are taking him home." The three of us got him in the carriage easy enough, Farns gave the driver instructions, and a minute later the carriage was on the way. I fully expected stories of a beast in Whitechapel to be in the news tomorrow, but that would be fine with me.

"Tell us what happened." It wasn't a question; it was a demand, so I went through everything while they listened. Rogaire lay in the floor space, while we laid Carlyle out on the seat across from Farns and Merrings, with his head on my lap. It let me hold him on the seat, but still face the men.

It took the entire ride for the story to get out, but then we were at his house. He was still unconscious, but my energy was back, so I got him into his house and up the stairs to his room while the other two men got other things we needed. Once in bed, we stripped him, cleaned him, and looked for wounds.

To my relief the majority were flesh wounds, though there might be a fractured bone. For the most part, it seemed like all his body parts worked the way they should. But still he didn't wake.

"Rogaire, do you know why he won't wake up?"

The familiar lay on the foot of the bed, watching our every move, but he didn't do anything to hinder us. Human joints were just more suited to doing the type of movements that were needed to ensure he was well.

There was a clearing throat sound in my head. Then he spoke, but for the first time I could hear the vaguest idea of an echo in the words. ~Drugs. Opium and alcohol, I believe. They knocked him out, then kept him drugged. They knew he was a mage, but do not understand why he was there. But that combination made it so he couldn't concentrate on his magic well enough to escape.~

From the looks on the other two men's faces, I figured that echo meant they had heard that at the same time. I filed away the fact that drink and drugs would make using your magic impossible. It was good to remember.

"Ah. Then we will just need to wait. Not much we can do at this point," Farns pointed out. "I will go down to let the constable know I won't be in today and he is free to leave."

Realization flickered through me. "Can he get a message to my work that I won't be in today, either?"

Farns nodded. We took care of those things then made tea. An hour later we had dragged chairs into his room and found the whisky and a tin of biscuits. We sat in his room and talked, drinking tea and whisky while Rogaire listened in, and we waited for the drugs and other damage to wane enough to let him wake.

The conversation was light, and we reviewed my actions. They had rather liked my ice fists and shuddered when I told them what I'd done to kill the men. Or at least I assumed they were dead or wished they were.

"That is a brutal effect and worrisome. My hope is that most criminals will never figure out anything past the obvious elemental ones, but if they do?" Farns sighed, turning his teacup in his hands. "It will require new rules and better ways to manage those that break the law."

"Yes, but think of having mages with you in battle? If they can heal, you could stop multiple casualties," Merrings pointed out. "Or stop battles before they start by sinking the other ship." He was almost smiling in glee at that idea.

"Just remember," I said. "If we have mages, anyone we are fighting will as well."

Merrings sagged a bit. "True. Still, it is an idea."

A groan grabbed our attention, and we turned. Rogaire lifted his head, and we all looked at Carlyle. The man had been like a dead man. Only the assurance of Rogaire and his steady breathing had lowered my stress level. I rose and went over to him. A pitcher of cold water, courtesy of my skills, waited on the nightstand for him.

"Carlyle, you there?" I asked. His eyes flicked open, and he looked at me. Then his eyes roamed over to Farns, Merrings, and Rogaire.

"Yeah. Remind me not to do that again. Too old for that shit." This voice was thick with pain and slurred speech. I helped him sit up and get some water in him. The other two men rearranged our chairs so we could watch him and got more tea. Fire made having tea quickly a nice benefit. They also added a headache packet to his, and extra sugar to cover the bitter taste.

It took two hours before he was finally ready to talk to us. The sun was coming up over the buildings and filtering into the room. Merrings had gone out and grabbed a breakfast from a nearby pub for us, bangers and potatoes. Getting food and a full pot of tea in him got him to the point where he could tell us the other side of the story.

"My own fault, really." Rogaire snorted in agreement. We'd moved to the study, though he was lying on the couch, his feet up and Rogaire at them. "I had word of Russians in town and a plot against the Crown."

There three of us exchanged glances, but said nothing. I still didn't have the full story about that. "I went in per a request from…" he trailed off and shook his head. "Doesn't matter. Let's just say there were Russians, but they don't care about the Crown or killing anyone, unless you are interfering with their sex trade. They are mostly kidnapping women, bringing them here, and using them for the brothels in the area. That is why there are so many non-English there."

All of us had similar looks on our faces. Sex trade was one of the worst types of slavery and the hardest to dissuade people from. The punishment for buying a girl for sex in India was caning. And men still took the risk. More than one soldier had been caned multiple times, and one of them even died from the aftermath, yet the men still smuggled prostitutes into camp. I never understood it myself. A bed partner you couldn't talk with sounded boring.

"Well, I stumbled into their hideaway after tracking them for a while. I pulled on Fire to deal with them, and someone whacked me on the back of my head."

Rogaire growled, and Carlyle rubbed his feet on the familiar. "I know. But having you with me would make very sure no one spoke to me." He looked back at us and shrugged. "After that, they kept me drugged and chained until they decided what to do with me. It took me days to get to that point. I kept talking to them, trying to convince them I was from a rival gang, but then they dosed me with more drugs. Rogaire found me, but not only could I not walk at that point, I couldn't get free, as my magic would drift away from my control. That opium is dangerous as all get out. It makes you not care about anything, except closing your eyes and letting its false promises take you away. Which is why he came to get you. I kept thinking I could get away, but…" he trailed off and sighed. "I'm not as young as I was. And a bit too sure of my magic. They dealt with it promptly and easily, I have to say. It isn't the royal pardon I thought it was."

Farns cleared his throat. "Well, on that note, there was a plot against the Crown. Albert, to be precise. Turns out an 'idealistic' Prussian flunky thought that if Victoria was mourning the death of her husband, it would be easier to manage her. Then she would give Prussia more concessions in trade agreements."

I blinked at that. "Someone thought that the heir apparent to the Prussia throne would want to kill his father-in-law for greater concessions?"

Carlyle snorted at that as well, while Farns shrugged and continued. "I did say some idealistic flunky. Needless to say, there is still an uproar going on at the palace. Given the quality of people that were involved, I doubt it would have been successful. But you did stop the attempt, Silas."

There were some snorts of laughter, and we all finished the food on our plates while we thought about everything.

"Gentlemen, I believe I am ready for bed to sleep for a while. There is some magic I and Rogaire can do to make me heal faster, but sleep is the best medicine." Carlyle turned grey eyes on me. "As for you. You've proved yourself much more with a trial by fire than I might have wished, but you came out with no burns. If you want, I have a job for you, but it may be a few more weeks until all the details are worked out. But it would be along the lines of what you've been doing, not working at the East India club."

"I assume it pays?" I said wryly. There was no doubt I was taking it. I just didn't know if I would have a place to after I defied the earl and started on my own path. Though predicting how he would react was more complicated than I thought. Maybe he'd be happy I quit the club or enraged. That was a problem for the future.

A laugh barked out from all three men. "Yes," Carlyle said, grinning at me. "A bit more than you would think. I just never remember to spend mine. But yes, you'll have an income and the odds are we will want you to stay as a lord. It provides more opportunities."

I forced myself to take a deep breath so I didn't sound like an over eager school boy. "I can't wait to talk to you about it."

A life. A job. Now if I would still have a family.


Epilogue
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Monday, August 21st

Duncan and I went to the trial together. The horrible things the man said made my heart break for the two of them. Maybe it should have hurt me, but I'd never had him in life until now, and I didn't have any expectations. Why he couldn't see the two amazing children he had, I didn't know.

The judge's words had me laughing to myself when he glared at the earl and made his ruling.

"The normal flow of this would be for both the defence and plaintiff's attorney to make their closing arguments. As this is a King's Court trial, I would retire to my chambers and write out the verdict, then have my judgement delivered. I am not going to follow that procedure today. Earl Jontan Luck, you are ordered to pay Emmeline Luck the lump sum of 25,000 pounds and not 15% but 25% of the gross income from the Luck estates and holdings. And I will be filing charges of murder against you for the death of Angeline Luck."

There was a hoarse shout of joy to my left.

The judge kept speaking. "I have no idea what gutter you emerged from, but I have had men on that seat that came from the dregs of society that were worth more than you. Case closed."

Emmeline had done it. Established that you can't just throw someone out. It would set a precedent, though honestly the earl had created his own problems. When he stood raging, I expected shouting and words. The gun surprised me. I pulled on Fire, thinking to heat it up, making him drop it, but wind slammed into his arms, forcing it up as he fired. The bullet impacted above us, and then the officers of the court swarmed him.

My heart racing, I glanced at Duncan, who had an unusually grim look to him.

"Bloody stars. I assume you did the wind?" I asked.

He gave me a nod as he pushed to his feet. "Yeah. That was me. I need to see Emmeline. Make sure she is okay." He led the way to where Emmeline was, and I had to stand back and admire the two siblings. In the months I'd known them, they had changed so much.

They talked, and I watched people until she turned to me. "And he was married to your mother?" She had a quizzical look on her face.

I nodded, feeling sheepish at not remembering to tell her. "Yes. He told me that a few months ago. I let Duncan know, but we never really had time to talk."

She gave me a smile that quavered, and I wished I could give her a hug as well. "That will have to change," she said softly.

At that point, a court official came and all but dragged Duncan away.

"I think I really just want to go home," Emmeline admitted, and I nodded.

"If you need anything, let me know. You are still my sister." A sigh slipped out of me, so much was still undecided. "I'll catch up with you soon," I said as she left with a thank you. With one more look around I headed home alone.

Standing in the Luck mansion, it felt oddly empty, and I doubted the earl would ever return here, or at least not for long.

Duncan let me know that until the earl's sentencing was completed, we would be in limbo. And that was all I got out of him. I let it be as I was still working at the club and trying to get better at running and escaping. I'd never be as light as Jamie, but I could be better.

Wednesday, September 6th

Carlyle had fully recovered after a week. Friday he sent me a note, asking me to meet at his house on Wednesday. Finally, something interesting was going to happen. I rarely saw Duncan as he was busy at his shop. He had muttered about moving to his new apartment but would wait until everything was taken care of.

I headed over Wednesday the second I got out of work to find him waiting for me.

"You said you were interested in working for the Crown, correct?" he asked, watching me carefully.

"Yes. It's time for something to change," I said, more than willing to never go back to the club, though I still needed to know what was going to happen with the earldom—not that I thought for a second I would get it unless Duncan specifically said to give it to me. But if that was the case … well, I didn't know what I would do as that was a large amount of work that I knew nothing about.

I shoved the thought aside. If that randomness happened, I'd deal with it then.

"Very well then, come on." He waved down a carriage, and we headed into London proper, toward Covent Gardens.

No matter how I pestered, he refused to tell me what was going on or where we were going. Rogaire lay in the bottom of the carriage, and I had to be careful not to kick him. I had no illusions that he would not be happy with me.

We pulled up to a block of shops and got out. The wall we faced had only one door in it near the corner, and the windows were narrow panes of glass, not the normal wide display windows common for shops. He opened the door and headed in. I followed close on his heels, looking at everything. It had the smell of new wood and fresh paint. I looked around at the small room that only had a desk with a secretary sitting at it. A young man of about twenty looked up at us and then at Rogaire.

"They are waiting for you, sir. First door on your left," he said, pointing at the door to the right of where we entered.

Carlyle nodded and turned, and we went in that door. It was a hall that paralleled the outside wall, the thin slits of windows letting in a bit of light. The walls also had lamps that were electric. An interesting upgrade and my curiosity bubbled at me. The first door was ajar, and Carlyle pushed it open, and we stepped into a room with a table, six chairs, and a door to the back of the room. I blinked as I took in the people in the room. Duncan was in a chair, seated next to Emmeline, and he had an umbrella on the table he was pointing at. At the far end was Miss Carlton and another man that I thought I should recognize, but I couldn't place his face.

Miss Carlton looked at us and nodded. "Excellent. As everyone is here, we can get started."

Duncan and Emmeline looked up at me. She was dressed in rich dark colours that complimented her, and Duncan looked healthier and happy, which was important.

"Silas, glad you are here. Wait until you've seen what I've created," Duncan said with a grin.

"Silas, I suppose I should be surprised, but really I'm not." Emmeline smiled as she spoke.

I moved over to sit with them as Carlyle sat down in a seat nearer Miss Carlton.

"If you are going to be working for me, I do expect you to pay attention." Miss Carlton's words were sharp, and I flushed a bit as the three of us turned to face her.

Emmeline just shrugged, while Duncan blushed.

"Thank you," she said dryly. "As you may have guessed, I want the three of you to be working together for me. Emmeline, you have the ability to move in and out of society and get people to talk to you that might otherwise not. Duncan, you see possibilities where others just see roadblocks. Silas, you are what I need to help protect the Crown, the weapon, for lack of a better term. This man next to me is Benjamin Disraeli, and he will give you a bit more information." She nodded to Mr. Disraeli and stepped back.

My mind was whirling. My part in this wasn't a surprise, but for the others to be involved? Yet it made sense. Duncan could make things, though he still owed me a set of lock picks, and I would never tell Emmeline what she couldn't do.

The man in question stepped forward a bit, looking at us. "Miss Carlton has spoken about you for a while, and with some of the events that have occurred and what will happen in the next week, we are going to be proactive. England needs people that can help ensure its stability, something that will be more difficult as magic becomes more widespread and people realize what it can do. We want to start with you three as the bases for a magical intelligence group. This will be your only offer, and to be frank if you turn it down this office will disappear and you'll never talk to any of us again." His voice was direct and straight, watching each of us.

"I'm in," Duncan said, simply poking at the umbrella. There was a snick sound and a sharp blade burst out of the end of the umbrella and embedded in the opposite wall, about a foot from Miss Carlton.

"Duncan," she hissed, but her eyes narrowed thoughtfully as she looked at the blade.

"Huh. Must have made the spring too powerful. I'll change that," he said, looking at the still quivering blade in the wall.

Miss Carlton took a deep breath and let it out. "This is exactly why we want you. Modify it so it can either stay in the umbrella or fly out for at least twice that distance with decent accuracy."

He was already scribbling on a notepad. "Got it."

Emmeline shook her head, but the smile hovering at the corners of her mouth faded as she looked at them. "The issue I see is I know the Crown hasn't decided about the earldom. If it is dissolved, I won't be a lady anymore," she said slowly, as if each word was slightly bitter.

I caught the motion of Duncan lowering his head and focusing on his notes.

Mr. Disraeli and Miss Carlton exchanged glances. Disraeli spoke first. "I can assure you, Miss Luck, it will be dealt with in a week. And I suspect that no matter what happens, you and your siblings will retain your titles for your lifetime."

There was something odd about how he phrased that, but I knew little about how titles and nobility stuff worked.

She relaxed, but still looked pensive.

"I get Emmeline will get gossip and other things for you, and Duncan will create the toys and other implements. But what about me? As I told Carlyle, I don't mind getting my hands dirty, but I have little desire to die because I committed a crime that the Crown won't admit to." The idea of being locked up and the government disowning me lived as a nightmare in the back of my mind.

"That is why all of you will have certificates you can use to get access to police files, the palace, and summon someone in government to clear you. Now I must stress that only a select group of people will know this group exists. You won't be able to say you are working for the Queen or anything like that the majority of the time. It is the equivalent of an unsigned royal pardon, but outside of Silas, I would hope none of you ever need to even admit you are associated with us."

Miss Carlton stepped forward. "The office will be here, and you will need to come in weekly to talk. It works well as Duncan has his shop here, and you can just come visit him, then cross the courtyard to meet with me. I will run this for the immediate future and give you missions. Meeting at my house is not as convenient as it once was as we teach more people."

I looked at them as I knew the allowances had stopped with the imprisonment of the earl. "What about pay?"

Emmeline and Duncan both looked shocked at the idea. I had more experience with going hungry than they had.

Mr. Disraeli looked at me with more seriousness than I expected. "The answer to that is yes. As you will be high-ranking operatives for the Crown, your salary will be 1200 pounds a month." I choked at that, while Emmeline and Duncan looked thoughtful. "Duncan, your materials will come in as a separate expense. Miss Luck, you will also receive a certain budget at Miss Diante's for dresses for you and your companion. Speaking of which, we will have a story for you to share with your household. It will be enough to assuage any curiosity." He then turned to me. "You will be able to request money and equipment based on your needs at that moment."

I nodded, thinking about it. The odds were I'd have to find a new place to live once the issue with the earldom resolved. I was pretty sure Duncan knew what was going on, but I would deal with it when it happened. From what they had said, I didn't have long to wait.

Emmeline and I looked at each other, and she smiled. It made her face more alive and revealed the intelligence in her eyes. "It sounds much more interesting than waiting for a man to rescue me."

I'd changed my focus to Miss Carlton, and her mouth twitched. Something was going on. I supposed I'd find out in a while.

"As am I. Will I still be working with Carlyle?" I nodded at the older man, who'd sat quietly all this time.

"Yes. He will go over situations we need your skills in. He has the most experience regarding these situations. Hopefully, with both of you looking and planning beforehand, we can avoid situations like the one you needed to rescue him from."

Carlyle laughed. "I don't plan on getting into that situation again. A bit too much for this old body."

Rogaire barked in agreement and a ripple of laughter went through the room.

"Excellent," she said with a brief smile. "Then these are the last points. We really don't want this to become public knowledge, so not only will you not be able to tell others without prior authorization, you will have code names." She turned those eyes on Emmeline. "You will be Lady M. It is simple, yet there isn't anyone else in society using that at this time. Mr. Duncan Luck, you are the Tinker. It is what you do, after all." They both looked oddly pleased with those names.

"When you need to reference me, I will simply be Carl, as no one would think of me as that is a man's name. Carlyle will go by Barman - as that is the only place I want to see him working." Her tone had an affectionate scold to it.

"If you need to get information to me," Mr. Disraeli said. "Simply tell Miss Carlton or Carlyle that Dizzy needs this."

"And me?" I asked. I didn't know if I had a preference or if I was curious.

"Oddly, coming up with a valid codename for you was the most difficult. You will be the first of our active agents in the field for the Magical Intelligence Office or MIO." Miss Carlton still watched me. "You are free to change it, but oddly we think Bastard is the best code name for you."

I blinked, then laughed. I'd been a bastard all my life because of my parents' choices. And now I would be the bastard to anyone that dared to use their powers to the detriment of England. "It seems oddly appropriate," I said, still chuckling.

"Then welcome to MIO," Miss Carlton said. "To protecting the Crown and the Empire."

I leaned back as everyone settled down and started to talk. I had siblings, a job, and friends if I included Renford, and maybe Percy Spartan. All there was to see was what happened to the earl and the earldom. Either way, I had faith in the future. After all, bastards usually landed on their feet.
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