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      What does it mean to find your place?

      

      Arthur was born to service and war.

      

      Arthur has the trajectory of his life mapped out for him. He'll work his way up through a series of Army postings, keeping up the honour and military traditions of his family. He is gifted with martial magics, clever with languages, and sensible enough to avoid getting trapped by bad decisions. It’s given him a head start.

      

      Melusina has plans of her own.

      

      She means to use her talents to their fullest, building a life as an acknowledged expert in warding and protective magics. Melusina loves beauty, fine clothing, and travel. She has no wish to settle down, and certainly not with a military man. How boring!

      

      A challenge sparks a change of heart.

      

      In 1882, Melusina travels to Calcutta to assist with a small matter of the Viceroy's safe. Arthur is willing enough to lend his assistance, but he expects it to be a purely professional task. When the assignment turns out to be more complex than they expected, they must reevaluate their both expectations and their future.

      

      Forged in Combat is a prequel novella of 35,000 words leading into the Mysterious Powers series. (Arthur and Melusina are the parents of Roland Gospatrick in Carry On.) Join them on their travels between England and India in the 1880s for competence, the hidden benefits of the Victorian bustle, and a swiftly growing mutual passion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          AUGUST 1879 AT A PARTY IN TRELLECH

        

      

    

    
      The tail end of the Trellech season seemed to drag out forever. Melusina had been very patient with her aunts for the duration, but she was getting quite weary of behaving herself. And, to be honest, even more weary of putting on the proper face for the young men who were considering courting her.

      They were, she supposed, not awful specimens of humanity. They had been polite to her, cordial, sometimes even amusing. That did not, however, mean they were remotely interesting. She had goals of her own that had nothing to do with marriage and a contractually agreed number of children.

      She could not imagine talking to any of the young men she had met about her apprenticeship. Nor did she think any of them would listen to her if she offered advice on their training or skills, despite the fact she was solidly competent in the more ordinary forms of warding, and rapidly becoming well-respected in a number of the less common approaches.

      Melusina did, however, have a year or two more to go in her apprenticeship before she truly needed to care about such things. After that would be plenty of time to find a spouse, and hopefully one who would not curtail her interests. Or at least, not curtail them more than the various obligations of pregnancy might eventually do.

      It was August, and the ballroom was getting rather warmer than she preferred. It was one thing to be in the midst of heat and humidity if one were in India. They built the houses for it; the women dressed for it, in summer-weight stays and light fabrics. The men had to suffer through in formal uniform, at least for these sorts of social events. To have this heat in Albion was entirely another matter.

      At the end of the dance, Melusina smiled absently to the young man who had been partnering her. She refused his offer of a drink and murmured, “Just a breath of fresh air for a few moments, I’ll be out on the terrace.” When he seemed likely to persist, she pointed out one of the glowing golden young women, made of peaches and cream skin, shining blonde hair, and a cascade of pastel silk. The young man’s eyes lit up, and he excused himself promptly when she smiled back at him.

      Melusina made her escape entirely perfectly, even managing to acquire a glass of punch from one of the staff on the way by plucking it off the tray when he was turned away from her. Then she took her treasure off onto the terrace, a good halfway down the length of the house, away from the light and those who might call her back.

      Her aunts meant well, of course. That was the difficulty of it. If they had been horrid, bent on marrying her off for their own social glory, she could have stood against them with a glad heart. If they had been neglectful, she’d have gone right back to her own occupation. Instead, they honestly wanted her to marry well, to someone suited to her.

      The disagreement was, fundamentally, about who might suit.

      Their brother, Melusina’s father, had been at various Colonial Service posts since his own young adulthood. Australia, originally, then transferring to the rather more complex Indian Civil Service when it had been formed twenty-odd years ago. Melusina had spent the first years she remembered there, until her parents had shipped her back to an aunt’s at nine, then to tutoring school, and finally to her formal education in Schola’s very Welsh castle.

      She had not minded the damp or the food so much as many of the others who had come from Colonial Service families. The first was easy to fix, indoors, at least, with a touch of magic. And the second could be managed with a decent cook and a trip to a spice market.

      But Melusina had missed the bright colours, a great deal, and the sounds. Albion did like their sombre dignified colours, in evening wear as well as ordinary day things. The room she’d just left behind was full of deep blacks, purples or mauves, a few delicately daring but washed-out pastels, and, of course, a set of deliberately virginal white gowns.

      Melusina had not had that discussion with her aunts and never intended to. Her mother knew she knew how to avoid the complications of pregnancy. They had discussed it on one of Mama’s visits to Albion, at sixteen, like sensible women with strong magic in their hands and hearts. And Papa had simply made it clear that she should bring no scandal on herself.

      The fact that her lodgings as an apprentice had a convenient door at the back of the house, and that she was in charge of setting the wards, was, well. It was what it was. She had had two very pleasant flings with young men who were not suitable marriage prospects, but who had shown her a grand time. And more to the point, helped her refine what she wanted in a husband if she took one. Namely, competence in the bedroom, as well as everywhere else in his life.

      Her aunts, though, were a tad conservative. Not even unreasonably so, Melusina was no fool. Men judged women differently, and even more so when they had the kinds of skills Melusina had and was learning to expand. But she also knew she would rather live alone. She’d rather be a terrifying spinster than marry a man who would attempt to narrow down her life to a single plot of land, and to children and matronly obligations.

      Besides. She’d been raised in service of the Council and land, like Father. It was her duty, nay, her obligation, to use the skills she’d been given by whatever god or gods one wished to name. Or possibly blame, if she listened to her aunts, which she was uninclined to do on at least that topic.

      She shrugged and twitched her foot to bring the train of her bustle into line. That had been another battle won, and she had been enormously pleased at her success on that count. Her gown was a brilliant blue, a shade brighter than that of her beloved Bear House. And the silk, well, silk had that luminous quality. This was not shot through with silver - though she rather pined for a dress or coat or some such like that. But it glowed in the charm lights on the terrace.

      When she looked up again, there was a man, standing five feet away, waiting for her to notice him. He was not in uniform, but he wore two medal badges, as well as the medallion that marked him as of Albion and of the Army simultaneously, hanging at the end. The black evening dress suited him, and he had a single deep red bud in his lapel as the only spot of colour. She had no way to know what that might or might not symbolise. He had a small and tidy moustache, but if he were serving with the non-magical Army, he was obligated to have something of the kind.

      Army, pah. She was not interested in an Army man, she knew that. Oh, they might end up in India, but unless he were posted at one of the larger forts, it would be so tedious. And she knew how full of gossip and status games that would be. Not her preferred hobby. And it wasn’t as if a hill fort would give her proper scope for her own work, either. Not for long at a go.

      A Colonial Service man would be a tad better, a broader range of acquaintances, most likely, crossing as they did into the business world. Less likely to be killed in some battle, which was both a plus and a minus. The life of a widow had the kind of freedom she could do something with. On the other hand, if she married someone she respected, never mind came to care for, his death would be a pity and a sorrow.

      Melusina remembered to incline her head at him. He nodded back. Somewhat to her surprise, he did not assume. “May I join you for a few minutes? If you’d prefer quiet, say the word.”

      “Saying a word breaks the quiet.” However, it made her smile, and she gestured. “Please. There is plenty of balustrade to lean upon.”

      He nodded, and made his way to join her, on the more shadowed side of the terrace, away from the glass doors and windows. Hesitating, he turned, toward the twist of the terrace around the house. “I suspect an enterprising couple is back there, for the record.”

      He said it blandly, as if waiting to see if she would squeal like an innocent maiden. Or perhaps crane her neck to catch some hint of the goings-on herself. She shrugged. “Some have a taste for voyeurism, I gather.” That was exactly the sort of remark that would not please her aunts, but she didn’t regret it. Much, anyway. A good defence was about not luring people into needlessly throwing a fuss about things in the first place.

      He looked her up and down, then smiled. “Indeed. And now, of course, I am at a loss for what to say. I do not know your tastes, or what might offend. And I try to leave barracks talk to the barracks.”

      “Oh, why?” There were several possible answers to that question, and she wanted to know which he would pick.

      “Aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves? I’m sure you must have some chaperone in there who will be horrified I have not even properly introduced myself. Arthur Gospatrick, newly raised to the rank of Captain in Her Majesty’s Army. Shipping out to the Cape Colony in October, most likely.”

      “Southern Africa.” Melusina nodded. “Pardon, Melusine Whymark.”

      He blinked at her, then smiled, as he recognised it as a name. “Mistress Whymark?” he inquired. She lifted her fingers to the necklace she wore, with the single blue sapphire set in silver. Not her usual token of education and apprenticeship, but identifiable to those with the wits to make sense of it. Besides, it went well with her gown.

      “Are you guessing?” She turned to face him fully, now at least amused enough to continue the conversation.

      “You were two years behind me at Schola, weren’t you? Bear House, didn’t play bohort, did do well with training some on your team, that match my last year.” He made a little flicking gesture with his hand. “Portsmouth gave you the credit. Afterwards, anyway. At least where I could hear. I was on the house team, Boar, tended to play Defence, and then the school team.”

      “With Ferdinand Portsmouth.” Who had not been an awful sort, actually. He’d listened to her well enough, and argued back when he had a good idea, and that was surprisingly satisfying. “He’s married and up north last I heard. Edinburgh, I think, some family business concern.”

      Gospatrick nodded. “Finishing his apprenticeship, still. As you must be, if I remember right.”

      Melusina considered him. “And you must be done with yours, if you’re taking up a Captaincy.” He was young for it, too, if he’d been just two years above. Most of the time, men were twenty-seven or thirty when they earned their captaincy.

      Gospatrick shrugged. “Tested in combat a few times, my apprenticeship went swimmingly on all the obvious fronts, and they decided I could handle myself. Also, they were a tad desperate for officers at one point. It’s harder to take it back once you get a field promotion, if you come through it with your men in near enough one piece.”

      No bragging there, not in the forms most men would have chosen. His tone came across more as a statement of fact, a chance of timing. Oh, he’d certainly been able to pick up and do something with it, if he’d come through as well as he said. But the opportunity itself had been luck. “That’s not the way most would put it.”

      Gospatrick paused, not rushing into the conversation. Now, that was decidedly unlike a Boar, who tended to charge without thinking. Melusina supposed that charging did well enough in the Army, if they lived through it - though a surprising number did. But it had always seemed rather hard on bystanders. “Likely not.” It was an easy agreement. “I come from a long line of Army men. I can measure myself well enough against their achievements, and know I haven’t yet been tested like they were.”

      He almost seemed about to go on and say something else, but instead he stopped and inclined his head. “And your apprenticeship, may I ask?”

      “Warding and protective magics, with Mistress Agatha Kellan.” A well-respected name. Melusina had thought she’d be difficult to work with, but no, they were two strong-willed women with the same goal. Mistress Agatha wanted to pass on all that she had learned in a long life. Melusina wanted to soak it all up, even those things that might matter once or twice in a century. They had turned out to suit each other quite well, even if it meant a great many late nights and early mornings, sometimes in close succession.

      “You must be quite talented, then. Everyone I’ve met who has had her training has been—”  Again, his voice caught on something. “Exemplars of the field, in their various ways.”

      “And how many have you met?” They were rather widely spread. Alternately, hunkered down behind their own wards. Her field made people a tad paranoid, if it weren’t well managed, unfortunately. Finding the dynamic balance between the new and potentially dangerous and the known and secure was a challenge she expected to be facing the rest of her life.

      Gospatrick shifted, ticking names off on his fingers. “Master Holland, Master Ambrose, Master Lafferty, and mmm. Only very much in passing, but Master Helm.”

      Melusina raised an eyebrow. “That’s a rather expansive list, considering. What did you think of them?” How did she measure up, is what she wanted to know, and that was something she couldn’t and shouldn’t ask. For one thing, they were all at least a decade older. Near six decades, when it came to Master Helm. And, she noticed, that was none of the women, and now she had no idea how to ask that.

      He spread his hands, letting her see his amusement, she was sure. “They were all competent and terrifying, and focused on talking to my father, who is well-established and also terrifying. I kept my mouth shut and listened. You learn a lot that way, had you noticed?”

      Melusina had, though in the moment, that answer was a tad frustrating, but she repressed her desire for sharpness. This was neither the time nor the place. And really, he was not being terribly tedious, as Army men went. “True enough. And to be fair, they intimidate me, too.”

      “Well. We’re both young, barely striplings. I’m used to it, of course, the hierarchy of the Army. I grew up with it. Grandfather was a General before he finally retired, and Father currently is.”

      “And what is it you do? Or focus on?” Melusina found she was, in fact, at least a little curious. Certainly enough to continue the conversation.

      “In the Army? Being a good officer. Magically? The martial magics, of course. All the layers of enchantments that can improve the accuracy of one’s aim, or highlight a weakness in the enemy’s line. I’m nowhere near an expert, but they posted me out in Afghanistan, under Major-General Frederick Sleigh Roberts. Bobs, if you’ve heard him called that. Colonel Reynolds, my apprentice master, knows him well.”

      “It seems very informal.” Melusina was dubious about that, entirely so, and she let a bit of it show.

      “He is also very competent, and that matters. I learned a lot, watching him, which was some of the point. And he’s a fine rider, which I appreciate. Got a gorgeous new charger in training.” Gospatrick seemed about to say something else when there was a call from the doors near the terrace.

      “Melusina? Oh, there you are.”

      Gospatrick turned smartly, and made a slight bow. “Madam?”

      Melusina cleared her throat. “My aunt, Victoire Hammond. Aunt Victoire, this is Captain Arthur Gospatrick. He has been telling me a bit of his apprenticeship.” There. That wasn’t entirely awkward.

      “Very kind, I’m sure.” Gospatrick nodded without interrupting. “Melusina, dear, there’s someone I wanted to introduce you to. If you don’t mind, Captain?”

      “Not at all, madam. I know I daren’t monopolise such a gem for more than my fair part of the night. Mistress Whymark, I wish you a pleasant evening.”

      There was nothing she could say to that beyond a murmured “And you, Captain.” Then her aunt was leading off, cutting a path through the milling crowds. Melusina endured not one but five further introductions and dances in the evening, none of whom interested her at all. And two of whom trod heavily on her feet, which just added insult to injury.

      When they retired to their carriage back to the family’s Trellech home, Melusina leaned back, her eyes half-closed.

      “Did you care for anyone you met, dear?”

      She’d barely had time for a conversation with any of them, let alone enough to be interesting. Even Gospatrick, though he’d shown glimmers of depths, hadn’t had enough time to actually intrigue.  “Dances aren’t exactly the best spots for getting to know someone beyond the pleasantries, Auntie.”

      “Well.” Her aunts tsked amiably to each other, back and forth, and Melusina didn’t pay a great deal of attention until Aunt Apolline said, “And Gospatrick?”

      “He was very pleasant.” She held up her hand immediately. “But I don’t want an Army man, I told you that. What would I do with myself?”

      Her aunts did not, it turned out, have a good answer for that. She let them chatter on until the carriage pulled up outside the house, and they could all retreat to their respective maids and late night soothing cups of herbal tea.
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          SEPTEMBER 1881 AT WRYFORD, THE GOSPATRICK FAMILY HOME

        

      

    

    
      Arthur was already turning as his mother knocked on the half-open door of his bedroom at Wryford. It felt like home and it didn’t. These were the rooms he’d had since he went to Schola, bits and pieces of hols between trips elsewhere and then his own training obligations.

      He’d asked his mother repeatedly to not do that, and she kept forgetting. It made him startle, like a horse unused to noises. And it made him want some proper warning, a way to know when she was approaching. “Arthur?”

      “Yes, Mother?”

      “I was just checking that all the packages had made it up to you.” All the many packages intended to restore and replace all the bits of uniform that had been lost to the dust and blood and defeat of Southern Africa. Relatively little of his blood, fortunately, but all the same.

      And now he needed sparkling whites, the sort that had never touched anything even a tad grimy, to go put himself on show. He was assigned to Fort William, expected to attend as an aide to the current Viceroy, otherwise known as Lord Ripon. Rather a coup, actually. He knew he was young for it, as he had been notably young for his previous promotion. He glanced over at the bed, where everything was spread out, nodding at the footman who had been acting as his valet. “If you’d take the boots down for Billy, please, Carter. We can come back to this in an hour?”

      “Sir.” Carter made a slight nod to Arthur, a deeper one to Arthur’s mother, and took himself off promptly. Arthur did not need to have this conversation with more of an audience.

      “I do wish you’d accept an invitation or two before you go. More than that, even. You could have quite a lovely correspondence. You keep saying yourself that letters through the portals are quite prompt, these days.”

      “I’m only permitted two letters a week through the portals, Mother, for one thing. And for another, I’m sure I’ll be terribly busy while I’m there.”

      “Oh, you keep saying that, but it’s largely a ceremonial post, isn’t it? A bit more seasoning, your uncle says, rubbing elbows with the best sorts of the Army families. Well, you know a fair number of them, from our side of things.”

      “I do.” Not always favourably. Not that Arthur ever intended to talk to his mother about what some of those fine strapping young men had been like at tutoring school, or at Schola. Some of them were not entirely awful now, but Arthur did in fact want something more out of his social engagements than polo, shooting, and drinking.

      “And there are those rumours about the Viceroy, too. Not that I’ve met anyone who’s known for sure, whether or not he went to Schola.”

      The official biographies of Lord Ripon noted, in their quiet, precise way, that the man had been privately educated, never attending either a public school or university. His mother, like everyone else Arthur knew, could read that as a sign of a magical education. But the Viceroy had been careful never to confirm it either way.

      If he had been at Schola, or perhaps one of the other Five Schools, he’d kept it close, and so had his schoolmates. It wasn’t unknown for a boy in that situation to go to school under a different family name, either. Or even a touch of a glamour, with the permission of the school. Enough to keep eyes and hair from being memorable would probably do it, with a different name.

      His credentials as a representative of the Empire, however, were impeccable. The man had even been born in 10 Downing Street, during a brief period when his father had been Prime Minister. He’d had a long career, with a reasonably liberal approach to politics for the time, but a pragmatic one. Arthur’s father might rant about aspects of it, but even he admitted a number of the policies were well-considered, even if they were also disagreeable.

      “This posting is about demonstrating I can work smoothly in the non-magical community, Mother. And whether I wish to go forward with that.” If it went well, he would find himself with a promotion in two or three years, coordinating those with magic who fought alongside those without. Those who could add a touch of it to make guns fire better, keep pests out of the grain stores, or otherwise lend a hand in the small ways. As well as the much larger ones.

      If he didn’t do well under the Viceroy’s gaze, it was likely back to a posting at the front face of a war, somewhere in the Empire. He was a solidly good soldier; he knew that, but he also knew he did not have his father’s gift for strategy, or his uncle’s for motivating the troops. He was confident in his skills. But when he had to hold his tongue, not tell his men what was coming, he came across as colder and far more distant than he wanted, which was not the sort of thing that built trust— not quickly, anyway.

      In the war he’d just returned from, his men had come to trust him. But it had taken skirmishes and battles to make them sure of his skills and leadership. Too many hadn’t had the time. Too many had been killed or invalided home. And that murky, awful war against the Boers had ended in a string of defeats.

      Shameful defeats, as some had it. Arthur thought that was, in many ways, far too simple a word. It was one dimension of what he felt, not the whole. Shame, frustration, demoralisation, questioning his own competence, questioning the purpose of the war in the first place.

      He realised, in the moment, that his mother had started talking again. He really must get a handle on his mind’s tendency to slip off somewhere else. At least the voyage out to Calcutta would give him a chance to do that, to put on his uniform and show the proper mien of an Army officer. There would be others on the ship, as well as those travelling for business or family reasons.

      “.... And I heard that, who was it? The Fetherstonhaughs are going out to India. Not, I think, on your ship, but perhaps I have the dates wrong. It was only a passing mention at tea yesterday, we were talking about something else entirely. But I do wish you’d make an effort, Arthur. You are a captain now. You’re not only permitted to marry, but as your father says, rather obliged to do so sooner than later. And if you want that promotion...”

      He knew that part of the dance as well as anyone who hadn’t actually completed it yet. “There is the fishing fleet. I’ll be out there and settled a few months in, when they arrive in the late autumn. And I have already packed my copy of the Gold Book.” That was necessary for checking the family and magical affiliations of the potential bride. Arthur would be arriving at the tail end of the heat of the summer, which was not at all promising. And yet, for all the thought of an onslaught of women who wished to marry entirely lacked appeal, it was entirely possible he’d meet someone who suited.

      “Well, now, of course, if you do find someone who catches your eye, you make sure you write in good time. Who was it? Dardanella Hurley, her niece went out with the fishing fleet, was it last year? No, two years ago, now. And she got married after being there for two months, no time for her family to come out. Her husband, he’s a lovely man, apparently, very well-respected by his fellow officers. He just wrote back to his mother with her details, the family and all. And of course it has all worked out quite well. Will you meet him, do you think?”

      His mother was usually not nearly this much of a chatterer. Nor a gossip. “India is a very large country, of course. Well, rather more like a collection of princely states.” Hundreds at the moment. Then he let out a breath. “Mother, is something wrong?”

      She blinked at him, like a hare caught out at the edge of the lawn, early in the morning. “Wrong? Oh, nothing is wrong, dearest, I just—”

      Arthur was now certain something was amiss. “Please, Mother.” He gestured at the chair by the window. “Sit, please, do?”

      His mother sat in a sway of graceful skirts. “Your father had his regular appointment at the Temple of Healing. The mandatory one. Otherwise, of course, I’m not sure he’d go.”

      That made Arthur immediately worried, and he joined his mother, settling on the window seat where he could face her.

      “He is not exactly ill.” Her hand went up to her mouth. “I hadn’t said that to anyone. It’s different saying it out loud, isn’t it? But there is something not quite right, either. It will take more testing, they said. That was our appointment this morning. He listened, and he’ll go along with it. He’s always been obliging about actual orders, thankfully.”

      “Oh. Oh, Mother.” Arthur reached out to take her hand, folding it between his. He didn’t offer to delay his posting. They both knew that would do no good. Not for Arthur, not for his father, not for his mother. There were obligations to be upheld, and deadlines to be met. “What are the next steps, then?”

      “A series of appointments with specialists. I will, of course, write and let you know when we have further news. It is likely, however, to lead to his retirement sooner than either of us would prefer.”

      That would complicate all manner of social dynamics, certainly. Arthur’s father and uncle had engaged in a lifelong competition with each other, always jostling for one more race, one more challenge. This would give Uncle Tristan entirely too much of an advantage. “Of course, mother. And I will see if I can at least write a few distracting comments in my letters.”

      “Now, you mustn’t worry about us, Arthur. You have your own obligations. I know that perfectly well.” This was true. His mother had been quite aware of the life she had married into. She had spent a number of years going from posting to posting with Father, many of them far less likely to be enjoyable than Calcutta and Fort William. “But I do hope you will give some real thought to finding a match, sooner than later. Your father would prefer it.”

      Now that, that was an unfair advantage in this particular battle of wits. His father would never actually say such a thing. He would, however, deploy the reverse. Arthur would lay an excellent bet that after supper tonight, when the ladies retired to the drawing room and the men to the smoking room, that his father would mention it. He could hear the words now, nothing at all significant, but his mother worried, and anything Arthur could see his way to, his mother would be so relieved.

      The rub of it was, it would work. Not that Arthur was going to fling himself at the nearest vaguely plausible maiden who appeared on the horizon. Or on board ship, or in some ball hosted by the Viceroy and Vicereine. But he would, perhaps despite himself, be more attentive than he would have chosen. He knew it, much as he knew his own name, or the way his magic came to his call.

      “Of course I’ll bear that in mind, Mother. But now, you can be a help, of course.” That did the trick. She sat even straighter in her chair, perking up at the prospect of a particular request. She was as predictable as Father, in her own way. And since both his father and mother had taught him strategy, he would use it to mutual advantage.

      He went on. “I know you can’t comment entirely on who might be in India. No match-making from abroad, I do insist on meeting the girl myself, having time to know her. But you must have some idea who might be travelling, who has daughters not yet promised.”

      “It does raise the question, of course. If one narrows down the prospective families to only those with magic, well. Some of those will be not our sort. Not the sort to marry into a family of our particular prestige, honour, and obligation at any rate. And people do make the decision to go out on rather short notice.” His mother was settling into the commentary now.

      “Scandals, or other reasons.” Arthur had a good idea how common that was.

      “Well, yes. And there’s the question of chaperonage. I know quite a few girls who have gone out because some friend of the family were going.” His mother leaned back, relaxing notably. “I suppose there’s the question of someone who’s used to service and tradition.”

      “Seeing as we Gospatricks have those things in abundance. And in my case, someone who doesn’t mind India right now, but who would be just as happy living in Albion. But possibly also other places in between. And that’s rather a trick.” It was, in fact, a question Arthur had given some thought to, if without much practical result.

      “Your father does think you have good odds of being taken on here for a long-standing position. But yes, you need the experience in the field to back it up. Enough that those who look to you will respect you for the key reasons.” She wrinkled her nose. “I know you did your best, but it does look better to be successful in the military aspects, too.”

      Arthur agreed, but did not entirely want to say so. Much as he and Father had argued about some of the strategic decisions in the Boer War, they had agreed on far more. Not least that if the people you were fighting started as crack shots, planning for that was quite sensible.

      “Does Colonel Reynolds know who else is being posted with you?” His mother’s mind turned at odd angles, but Arthur was well used to it now.

      “Not entirely. The lists were still being made up, last he could check.” By which Arthur meant going out to a drink with the right person at the right moment. That had been part of his training, as much as any military skill. “I’m seeing him tomorrow for a final lunch. He’s off to Afghanistan, himself. He said he might know more, then.”

      “And his thoughts about the posting?” His mother was fidgeting mentally, Arthur knew the signs.

      “That it is a fine place for me to make a good impression. I look well. I know the etiquette backwards and forwards, thanks to you and Father. Far more than some. I can move from magical to non-magical and back without missing my step. I’ve done that long enough. And should it come down to military skills, I have proven those sufficiently for my rank and then some.” He permitted himself a shrug. “What I’m interested in, and what I need to learn, are the larger arrangements. And I should have quite a lot of chance to assist with that. Or make it happen, more like.”

      He was being nominally assigned as an aide to a senior officer. The reality was more - well, flexible, much as that was not a word often applied to military service. He would represent others at various meetings, seeing to arrangements. He would not be one of the notable handful of aides-de-camp, but would still be able to mix with a wide range of those stationed at Fort William and learn what he could.

      His mother gave him a moment, thinking herself, before she cleared her throat. “So, you are here for a week more. What can we do to be of help?”

      Arthur considered that. “Perhaps some sort of family gathering on Saturday? No potential matches, just - whoever can make it. The cousins and aunts and uncles. You and Father, and Uncle, all the family here.” It would give Mother something to fuss over plotting, not that she hadn’t likely already been planning something of the kind.

      “And your father wants you to join him for drinks at the Arthur, some night.” The officer’s club. “And perhaps go round the Boar’s Head, as well.” That was the Schola house club they both shared, and he preferred it to the Arthur.

      Arthur nodded, agreeably. “Of course. I’ve - hmm. About another ten hours of packing to sort once I get the last round of uniforms back from the tailor’s in two days. This was just counting everything up.”

      “Oh, my, yes. I suppose I should let you get back to it. Shall I send Carter up?”

      “Please, yes. And I’ll see you at supper. I hope with more order to my trunks.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          MONDAY, NOVEMBER 20TH, 1882 AT THE CALCUTTA DOCKS

        

      

    

    
      “There you are, my dear!”

      Melusina looked around and then smiled. “Uncle Douglas.” He was not, in fact, her uncle at all, except in the most distant sense of most of the Great Families of Albion. However, playing the social game here required some manipulation of reality. He was a senior official in the Indian Civil Service, and it was at his request that Melusina had been sent out from Albion.

      Melusina nodded slightly at the woman beside her. “Mrs Gertrude Helmsman, may I present Mr Douglas Arden, of the Indian Civil Service? Mrs Helmsman was very kind to chaperone me on the voyage. She is staying in Calcutta with a niece for a few weeks, before travelling on to rejoin her husband.”

      “He’s stationed up at Darjeeling, and it always takes me a little while to acclimate to the temperature before adding the elevation. Though the new Toy Train will be such a delight, it is making the journey so much easier. Mind, I’ve only taken it down so far, coming to the port last year.” Mrs Helmsman was prone to chattering, and didn’t have a drop of magic in her, but she had been kind and reasonable on the journey. In her late forties, she had gone back to England to see her family and make sure her children were well-settled at their respective boarding schools. She had spent the trip alternating between reading, hand-sewing, and chatting with everyone of a suitable background on the ship.

      Melusina had largely trailed along in her wake, gathering up all the information she could. It had also made a pleasant way to dodge the Army officers and ICS staff returning to India from a long leave, looking to find wives. Melusina had left that up to the other young women, the Fishing Fleet, who were making their way to India in hot pursuit of eligible Colonial Service husbands. She had not been too obvious, of course. Melusina had danced when asked. She had exerted herself to be charming at supper.

      She had even, though she rather regretted it, been cheerful about the shipboard games. Carrying eggs in a spoon from one end of the ship to the other in rolling seas was not actually her idea of a grand time. But one must keep up appearances, and her work in Calcutta depended on her matching the mode of the Fishing Fleet girls in a number of ways.

      Now, however, she could shed that particular cloak, at least in private, and settle into her proper work. Master Arden made a slight bow to her. “Perhaps you might join my wife and I - and Melusina, of course, and our son and his wife - for a meal at some point? We will send round an invitation.”

      Mrs Helmsman was clearly and visibly flattered. Mind, Master Arden was well respected on the non-magical side, Melusina had gathered, even if he was far more impressive in rank and station among the magical community. “Oh, my, I would be delighted. And I have got quite fond of Melusina on the voyage. She is a most pleasant companion. I do hope you and your wife are aware of how much in demand she will be for those looking to make a match.”

      “Oh, indeed, we are.” Master Arden’s eyes twinkled. “But of course, only if she wishes to make one. This is by way of a pleasant journey, and whatever else might come of it is an additional gift.” He nodded once. “Do you need assistance finding whoever is meeting you? Of course, we’ll wait until you’re off. Melusina, my dear, are those all your trunks?”

      Melusina glanced behind her and counted them up. The trunk from her cabin, with the shipboard frocks for this climate. Her earlier shipboard trunk with its flat top for her warmer things. Three additional trunks from the hold, four hatboxes, and yes, there was her working case, disguised as a cosmetics case. “All present, uncle.”

      Just as Melusina spoke, Mrs Helmsman waved a hand. “Ooh, here, James, over here!” That brought over a man, clearly connected with Mrs Helmsman in some way, with rather tremendous ginger sideburns and a perfectly curled moustache. Not what she preferred, she knew how the things kept all manner of infectious agents far too close to the mouth. Besides, one could take a thing too far.

      “My nephew by marriage, Lieutenant James Helmsman, this is Mister Arden, with the ICS, and this is Miss Melusina Whymark, who has been a lovely companion on the voyage.” She twittered on about his particular unit, and Melusina filed it away without really listening. The heat was getting to her, and of course, the bustle of the dock. Too many things to pay attention to, and no idea which was actually important.

      The man did not quite salute, but made a sharp nod, first to Master Arden, then to Melusina. “So glad to have found you in the crush, auntie, there are so many here. Now, shall we be off? We’ve a bit of a journey.”

      Mrs Helmsman nodded, then looked at Melusina, who stepped forward to offer her a gentle hug. “I will write, of course, and we will see about a meal at some point.” They made their farewells, with the Lieutenant offering his arm and escorting Mrs Helmsman off.

      “Now, I have a car waiting.” Master Arden nodded once at an Indian man in livery, who was waiting nearby. “This way, my dear.”

      They kept up the show through the drive. It was easy enough, between comments on the ship - one of the Pelagius lines, so everything had been quite comfortable. Master Arden pointed out various landmarks as they drove by. Melusina knew they were going to Dalhousie Square, quite convenient to Fort William. They eventually pulled up to a large house, facing the street, with another servant in livery outside the door.

      “Here we are. Of course, up to your room first. We won’t expect you down until supper.” She was promptly handed off to a housekeeper. The woman introduced herself, and Melusina was shown up to a broad bright set of rooms, all light-coloured paint, wicker, and green fabrics that picked out the colours of the plants outside. A bathtub was waiting, with an Indian maid to see to everything she needed.

      Melusina had refreshed her Hindi and picked up some Bengali for this trip, but she was decidedly not fluent in the latter. Improving that was one of her secondary personal goals. She felt rather ‘the pen of my aunt is on my uncle’s table’ about her grammar, all formality in the wrong directions. She’d relied more heavily than she preferred on the enchantments that allowed for rapid language learning. What she really needed was a great deal more vocabulary, and also hearing the language around her, to get both languages up to the same point as her Arabic again.

      For the moment, though, it sufficed. Melusina could express her quite real gratitude for being able to wash off the journey and the soot and dust she’d acquired since arriving at the port. The maid was delighted - and not entirely surprised - that she spoke as much Bengali as she did, and bobbed, saying she’d see to unpacking. Melusina nodded, just asking that the smallest case be left on the desk for her. She would handle her working stones.

      That just left her to be extricated from her corset and underthings, and to slip into the bath, breathing in relaxation for a bit. From the bedroom, Melusina could hear the faint sounds of a wardrobe and dresser being opened and closed, the click of shoes set out in their proper place. All the usual noises, entirely as she expected.

      She’d be discussing a local dressmaker with Mistress Arden after supper or tomorrow at the latest. She’d brought quite a few dresses, but she’d want items in lighter fabrics. And, she was quite willing to admit, something that made use of the bright lengths of silk she’d seen the local women wearing. Even if she never wore such a thing outside her own private bedroom, she could at least have a lounging robe or something of the kind made.

      By the time she emerged, nearly an hour later, she actually felt clean. The reason one sailed on a Pelagius liner was that magic permitted far better filtering of the sea water. It meant that a bath did not leave her skin feeling rather odd, and her hair worse off. However, that hadn’t entirely helped, and she certainly hadn’t been able to linger for so long in weeks. While Melusina would have gladly paid for a suite with its own bath, that had not been in Mrs Helmsman’s budget. Instead, they had had beds in a small room with a hall bath. The privacy and chance to take her time was a luxury, and one she never took lightly.

      When she had set the tub to drain - no need to make the maid rummage in dingy water - she pulled on the robe that was waiting. Then she wrapped a bit of towelling around her hair, and made her way back out into the bedroom. Her case was on the desk, the books from her shipboard trunk were next to it, and everything else seemed to be well sorted. The maid had laid out a suitable gown for supper, hanging from a screen, and was waiting to assist with it.

      Melusina sorted out the next details rapidly. Dressing for supper always took longer the first few days one was in a new place, with a different maid. She needed nothing fancy tonight, thankfully. But it would be good for whoever was seeing to her hair to have a chance to get familiar with it before Melusina was invited to some formal social event.

      That done, she was on her own to lounge and read for an hour, with tea to sip and a few delicacies to tide her over to supper. By the time she descended the stairs, she felt remarkably human, despite the long day, heat, and travel commotion. It was, she had been given to understand, beginning to cool off a tad for the winter season, but it was well over eighty Fahrenheit today.

      As soon as she entered what she’d normally have called a parlour, Master Arden stood up, as well as a younger man who must indeed be related. “Mistress Whymark. May I present you to my wife, Hortense, our son, Phipton, and his wife, Winnie.”

      Melusina smiled around. “Delighted, of course. And please call me Melusina. It will be so terribly awkward otherwise.” She nodded at Master Arden. “I appreciate the courtesy, though.” The informality at the port had been necessary, to keep up the familial connection, and she was relieved that he had respected her skill and training in private. On the other hand, ‘Mistress Whymark’ was entirely tedious to say often.

      “And I am Douglas, of course. We were just discussing which of the various social events would be best for your introduction. Phipton and Heloise are well-positioned to make some of the connections, but the strategy depends a bit on your preferences and priorities.”

      Phipton had followed his father into Colonial Service work, and he nodded at her. “My father has explained you are here with particular duties in mind, but not yet what they are.”

      Melusina settled in the chair that was waiting for her, taking a drink that was handed to her. “Do we wish to get into this before supper? I certainly do not wish to impose business on the meal.”

      Winnie smiled. “We are certainly used to that here, but perhaps we might wait until after supper? I was rather hoping to hear a little of the news from Albion, and the latest fashion.”

      “Oh, I have magazines for you upstairs!” The arrangements for this visit had, in fact, been quite precise about what items would be most appreciated.

      Winnie lit up. “Oh, wonderful. We get the various publications here, but it’s not the same as someone who’s seen them in living colour at the dressmaker’s. Especially someone with your eye for design.” That was a nicely tuned compliment, and Melusina appreciated it a great deal. “And, on the practical side, if you play your cards well, it might give you entry to various circles that would be of use to you.”

      Melusina settled in, happy enough to focus on the pleasant considerations of clothing, gossip about those they knew in common, and the latest news from Albion. She had come prepared to talk about all three, as well as several other topics. It also gave her a better sense of the four, which would be entirely useful when they came around to the actual business at hand.

      That took them agreeably through supper. Phipton and Winnie were not, she thought, nearly as magically deft as Douglas. But they were exceedingly well-informed, not only of the formal details of the local British society doings, but all manner of those less overtly discussed. Winnie had come out with the Fishing Fleet herself five years ago, but she and Phipton were clearly a love match. They were the sort of couple who finished each other’s sentences, because they knew each other well. Not the sort who were all soppy sentiment.

      Winnie mentioned they had two children upstairs, but did not press Melusina to meet them or do anything else with them. There was clearly more warmth there than was often the case in a Colonial Service house. She’d mentioned that they went out for a walk any day the weather permitted, and that she or Phipton or both often took tea up there. Melusina did not object to children, or even to the eventual idea of some of her own. She also did not have any compulsion to declaim her adoration of all children who wandered past her while she was doing other things.

      After supper, they adjourned to the drawing room again, and Douglas called up the privacy warding after letting the staff know they’d be talking business. “None of our people will discuss, of course, but you don’t know them at all yet, Melusina, and I don’t know what might come up.” He made the statement evenly, as if this were something he weighed regularly, but Melusina thought it was rather good sense. And the fact the Indian staff could overhear either spoke very well of them, or poorly of his attention to security matters. From everything she’d seen so far, she was willing to begin by assuming it was the former until she had a bit more evidence. But she’d not trust it with anything crucial.

      “So. I have the original precis, but I am sure a number of details have come up in the intervening months.” Melusina glanced at Phipton and Winnie. “How much may I speak of?”

      “Oh, all of it, in this case. Phipton is not my direct assistant, but well-positioned. In short, we would like a properly warded office for private use of the Viceroy, along with the usual sort of impregnable safe. He is agreeable to the likely methods you’d prefer, a blood lock, or similar sympathetic connection.”

      “Is he magical?” It was something no one had spelled out in the briefing, and it made a difference.

      Douglas snorted. “Oh, he won’t answer that. But when he asked me what I could arrange - first, he asked me, for all he wasn’t explicit about magic. And second, when he listed those things he would be willing to consider to get the precautions he wished in place, he was explicit about blood, hair, or other suitable substances.”

      “Which raises the question of why he asked you.” Melusina frowned. “And nothing has pricked him, as far as the Pact?”

      “No, which is curious and also informative. So either he made a pledge to the Silence, once upon a time, or he has familiarity with it from the local population, someone not bound by it. Anyone in a Eurasian family, at least a British one, would be, if they went through a British-run school. Someone who never did, however? They have their own customs, and we don’t meddle.”

      That was entirely sensible, to Melusina’s way of thinking. And it spoke well of Douglas that he didn’t interfere with that. “Is there anyone in his closer social circles who might be magical, then? Who knows, the Viceroy might have come from magic in the family, learned things before he’d have taken the Pact, but not be bound by it.”

      “Quite. And he keeps his mouth shut about it, for whatever reason or reasons he has. Do you want the full précis on him now, beyond what you got from the Ministry?”

      “I’d rather wait and get a sense for the man himself. Does he have any particular close friends, beyond the professional obligations?”

      “Oh, yes. Keep an eye out for Allan Octavian Hume. Recently retired from the Civil Service, very progressive ideals, mad about birds. Working on rather an impressive writeup, but don’t ask him about it unless you’ve a few hours free, and are actually interested. On the other hand, he knows a great many people, including in the more Theosophist direction.”

      Melusina nodded slowly. “Does the Viceroy have any particular worries that suggest magical protections are in order? Or is it simply a well-considered thoroughness?”

      “I am not so high in his graces as to ask that question. A charming woman of particular expertise might manage it, but of course, having an eye to his wife and family. Their son is in England. He won’t be a consideration of the moment.”

      Melusina nodded. “So the question is how to introduce me so that I will have the access that will be useful, and might hear of particular concerns along the way. And then we will see where that takes us.”

      The ensuing conversation, getting a sense of the various personalities, took them into the evening until Melusina was yawning. They waved her off to her room, with promises of some introductions in the next day or so. That would do very well, while she was still remembering how to walk on the land again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 23RD AT THE VICEROY’S PALACE, CALCUTTA

        

      

    

    
      Arthur was keeping an eye out for any minor difficulty during the ball. These things ran with all the precision you’d expect from a military drill. The ball was coaxed along by dozens of Indian staff in brilliantly shining uniforms, scarlet and white and gold, like beacons among the gowns and suits of the guests.

      It was still quite early in the season. There’d be another ship, perhaps two, bursting with more young women. For the moment, he was managing nicely with smiling and nodding, the brief brush of introductions expected at these events. Now he had been here through a full season, he had a better sense of how things would go. There would be the usual sort of jostling for invitations. He would be expected to issue a few of his own, or at least go along with other officers who were actively courting. To make up the numbers, offer the appropriate chaperonage.

      Arthur had preferred the other set of his duties. For the past two months, most of the government had been in summer quarters high in the mountains at Simla. Lord Ripon had sent him on a round of visits, carrying various letters and government notices where a personal touch had been requested. It did a bit to flatter the recipients, but the Viceroy also sensibly preferred a sense of the reaction when certain items were handed over.

      It was understandable, seeing as how Lord Ripon was working to undo the damage of the Vernacular Press Act. The law had been the work of his predecessor, a man of very different priorities. It had been repealed the previous year, but the suspicion that it had been the precursor for some more harmful law had been harder to address. And then there was the matter of sounding out various parties about how to handle legal cases involving Europeans in courts overseen by Indian Civil Service judges.

      Arthur had met a few of those judges in the course of his travel, and they had been attentive and thoughtful men. Old enough to have risen through the Civil Service, learned, certainly no worse than many judges in Britain, and likely better. They took their work seriously, especially the consideration for precedent. There was a great deal to respect there.

      And also, honestly, there was rather a lot to respect in the households he’d been invited to. That was a delicate honour, the invitations often given with a cautious deference. They were so clearly testing whether he’d decline - or whether he’d take offence. He had, however, delighted in the chance to see how the local families lived, asking about the architecture of the public rooms, the literature and art he saw on display. He spoke enough Hindi and Bengali to get by in social conversation, now, not just his official business.

      Better, since he’d arranged with one of the Indian Army officers to trade lessons in idiomatic language in both Hindi and Bengali for the equivalent in English and French. They’d both come to enjoy the time chatting and discussing everything from philosophy to literature to natural history. It had done the man some good - he’d been promoted this summer, sooner than he’d expected. And it had helped Arthur make an excellent impression on his travels.

      Now, though, Arthur’s position was to circulate and get a sense of the current gossip and events. He might dance with a lady who had no other partner, though, given the ratio of men to women, he was unlikely to have to do that often. He managed it often enough to avoid comment, but otherwise preferred to watch and listen.

      Much as he’d preferred not to get too caught up in the various energetic social plots, he wasn’t sure how long that was going to last this year. Postings like his usually lasted two or three years, with a long leave following. He’d made no comments about whether he intended to return to India. But anyone attentive had probably spotted that he was aiming for a long-term posting back in Albion, or at least in Europe.

      Of course, anyone who knew he was magical would understand why. Plenty of those from Albion’s magical community found a place somewhere in the Commonwealth or Empire, but many others found their way back to the land they’d been born on. The Gospatricks had a long history of it, taking their postings elsewhere as a matter of seasoning, but bringing the strengths they’d learned back for the next generation.

      And so he circulated, smiling, nodding, doing his part in the dancing. No one stepped on his toes, but none of the young ladies were particularly batting their eyelashes at him. He was, admittedly, not the exceptionally dashing type. Rather deliberately. Certainly, he did not sport the lengthy moustaches, precisely combed into place with a bit of moustache wax to help keep the plumage sharp as an exotic bird’s. He kept his trimmed neatly, enough to obey the regulations, but not so much as to droop in his mouth or worse, overheat him too far.

      It wasn’t until he was making his third round of the room that he caught sight of someone he hadn’t expected. Three someones, to be precise. He knew Magister Douglas Arden and his wife, Hortense, by sight, though not at all well otherwise. They rarely came to these larger events, and he had not been among the guests at the smaller supper parties they attended. Only a few times, at the salon afternoons they hosted for the magical community, where he’d mostly spoken with others.

      He knew Arden had an excellent reputation as a Materia specialist. He also had a fair interest in the natural history of the region, and was the point of contact for magical trade in this part of India. But that had also not overlapped much to date with Arthur’s duties.

      With him, however, was - what was her name? The face and the mode of dress were both memorable, and the way she had dark, sleek hair. He cast his mind back through his memory, using all the tricks he’d learned during his apprenticeship to keep track of people and places and all the swarming details of a military life.

      That party, just before he left for Southern Africa. The terrace, in the shade, where Joffries and a woman had appeared, a few moments after his conversation partner had been called inside by her aunt. Neither of them had been very repentant, and Arthur remembered his mother passing on news of the ongoing scandal some months later. Not a well-managed affair.

      Arthur didn’t mind a bit of frolic in bed, but scandal was another matter entirely. And besides, his mother’s letter had arrived in the aftermath of the first of the skirmishes of the Boer War, which was about the point when Arthur’s feelings that this whole thing was going to end badly had come together into a looming certainty. He took a breath, trusting that the name would float out of the depths of his memory. Whymark. She had been curious, not asking the usual questions. Melusina. He’d wondered at the time if her people were Third Families, and then forgot to look it up.

      The next time he made a circuit of the room, Arden caught his eye, and Arthur nodded back, the sort of way one did when one would be along eventually. He got pulled away for a small matter of a light out to the waiting carriage. And then again, when one of the newly arrived matrons had taken a dislike to one of the native staff. An excellent man, as Arthur knew, but if his presence would ease the matter, he could stand and nod and smile in service of his country. It saved wear and tear on everyone.

      By the time he had circled back to the Ardens, Mistress Whymark was dancing, on the arm of one of his brother officers, her silk skirts swirling elegantly behind her. She stood out in the ballroom, as well, a tad more vivid than the other women in a dress of teal blue. It was not the bright colours of the native women, in their lengths of silk dripping with embroidery, but it was far closer than it might be. Arthur thought it became her well, and at the least, it was pleasant to see someone who set her own style, rather than following the expected mode.

      “Gospatrick.” Arden nodded at him.

      “Sir. Mrs Arden.” Of course, they’d keep to the proper non-magical formalities in public. “I hope you are both well?”

      “Quite fair, thank you. You noticed the young woman with us? Out from England, to get in a spot of travel and pleasure. I was wondering if you’d be willing to introduce her around?”

      Arthur considered this. More precisely, how to answer this. “I met Miss Whymark at a gathering in the summer of 1879. Only a brief conversation. I didn’t realise there was a connection.”

      “Ah, she calls me uncle. Quite charming, really.” That at least gave Arthur a sense of the cover story. “A distant relation, but you know how it is. And we are delighted to have her stay.”

      It strongly suggested she was here for some particular purpose. Arthur had heard nothing of it from his end of things, which was also curious. Either it was none of his business, or the Viceroy had concerns about someone telling tales in the wrong spaces. Bringing in an expert not attached to the Army was clever.

      It still didn’t answer whether Lord Ripon was magical himself, or if he just was relying on various other connections. Arthur was no closer to a sound answer on that topic than he had been when he arrived. Maybe the connection was through some of Hume’s set, perhaps, on the more Theosophical side. They certainly could be seen here and there, even tonight. And several others among the guests were Schola men and women, or Dunwich. Arden could make sure Mistress Whymark was invited to those gatherings, far better than Arthur could.

      “May I ask what you had in mind, sir?” Arthur would not commit himself without more information, of course.

      “Perhaps you might open a few doors for her? Show her around, see if there’s anyone she’d like an introduction to? Not to interfere with your duties or other obligations, of course.”

      “If Miss Whymark herself is interested, of course.” About that point, the dance ended, and the officer escorted Miss Whymark back to the Ardens. He looked Arthur up and down. “Gospatrick, good evening. I didn’t know you were acquainted.”

      Arthur made his own slight bow. “I had the pleasure of meeting Miss Whymark a few years ago, at a gathering in England. Mister Arden was just asking about some mutual acquaintances. Miss Whymark, welcome to Calcutta, I hope your trip out wasn’t too difficult?”

      Properly, he should make some compliment, but he could not figure out how to frame one that wasn’t dull to her ears, and appropriate to Hansen’s, the other officer.

      She inclined her head, looking him up and down, before she also placed him. “Oh, that evening at the Lessings, yes. Quite pleasant, and I’ve made the trip several times, of course. Father’s been posted in Bombay for most of my life. Quite a delight to be in Calcutta, however, and Uncle Douglas and Aunt Hortense are so kind to have me to stay.”

      That was, in fact, quite a good cover story. Assuming it was, but Arden’s own comments suggested it was. Arthur bowed. “Your uncle was asking if I’d be willing to introduce you to a few people, as well, but naturally, I’m sure you’ll be quite in demand. Hansen and my brother officers do far better at parties and entertainments than I’m afraid I usually manage.”

      “Oh, I’m quite sure my life has time for both entertainments and quieter outings.” She turned the phrase brilliantly, bestowing a smile on Hansen. “Thank you for the dance, Captain Hansen, of course, and I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other in the coming days.”

      Hansen, at least, knew when to take his leave, though Arthur thought he’d be coming in for a bit of difficulty next time Hansen got a chance. An elbow in rough polo play, or messing with some bit of his gear if he left it unguarded. Nothing that would lead to lasting damage, but enough to make it clear Arthur shouldn’t angle for someone as fine as Melusina. Arthur had neither enough rank nor enough status for that, at least in the non-magical set.

      It was one challenge of hiding some of his light under a bushel. Part of him wanted to charge forward courageously, as one might in a boar hunt. The rest of him - the parts trained in Boar House, actually, as well as the customs of his family - wanted to do the thing properly. And besides, keeping to the Pact was necessary, and if it made him stilted, he’d manage the consequences.

      Miss Whymark turned to him, smiling the sort of polite half-smile that made it clear she was still deciding whether she had time for him. “Quieter outings, you mentioned?”

      Arthur offered a slight bow. “Perhaps a visit to the Royal Botanic Garden? Quite splendid, and your aunt or some other suitable chaperone could be quite comfortable. It is quite a sight.”

      Miss Whymark inclined her head. “That would do nicely, thank you. When might you be available?”

      He ran through his duties for the next day or two in his head. “If you were up for an outing tomorrow morning, I am available until mid-afternoon. Perhaps ten, unless you expect to make a late night of it tonight?” He hesitated, considering the implications of the festivals and celebrations that finished tonight.

      “I saw a little of the city yesterday. Quite sorry not to arrive in time to settle in for Diwali, and for the Kali puja. I grew up loving the fireworks and bright colours for Diwali.”

      That was a telling detail, and Arthur bowed slightly at it. “I’ve had the pleasure of being a guest with a few families, those high up in the Indian Civil Service. I am no expert in the local customs, but I do have some idea who I might ask if you are interested.”

      She looked him up and down, rather differently than she had up to this point. He couldn’t read it, at all. She kept her polished and controlled expression to the fore. “Do you speak the local languages?”

      “Both Hindi and Bengali reasonably fluently at least in the settings I’m in. Horses, dangers, enough to travel with a local guide from place to place, the necessities of making camp and military life. I still fumble a bit when discussing more academic topics until I learn the vocabulary.”

      That got him a precise nod. “I am quite fluent in Hindi, but my Bengali is less so. May we practise and perhaps you might suggest directions for improvement?”

      Arthur nodded. “I - well. I am more likely to recommend someone who might teach you if you have the time. But certainly, a sense of which of several people I might suggest. Two of the judges I know have wives who are, I gather, quite interested in the larger world.”

      It was then that Arden broke in. “We were thinking of making it a relatively early night. Perhaps tomorrow morning, at ten? We can have our carriage ready to go to the Botanic Garden. I’m sure my wife or daughter-in-law will be glad to provide the appropriate visible oversight.”

      “Of course.” Arthur considered whether he’d be able to swap his afternoon duties.

      Arden made it easier for him, after a moment’s thought. “Were you the one assigned to take notes for the meeting at half-one? If so, I can bring a secretary. The Viceroy will understand if you wish to have a word with him. Just mention my name.”

      That implied that Miss Whymark’s presence was a matter of particular interest to the Viceroy, and that it got priority. “If I may excuse myself to make appropriate arrangements, sir? And call tomorrow morning at ten.” They wouldn’t want to be out too late in the sun, no matter what. But after going to the garden, he might be reasonably invited in for a supervised cooling glass of something and further conversation.

      “Just right.” Arden seemed very pleased at the arrangement. “Tomorrow.”

      Arthur made a small bow, first over Miss Whymark’s hand, then Mrs Arden’s, before offering a handshake to Arden himself. Once he was well away, he saw another of his brother officers swooping in. He wished he could have warned Miss Whymark that Lesterton would try to charm her with illusions and grandeur, but had very little to back it up. On the other hand, he was quite sure she would figure that out for herself in no time.

      He ducked out into the hallway, to find the officer on duty, and make the necessary changes to the duty book. That done, he had to send a message to his commanding officer once he’d got approval, and otherwise put in motion the wheels that would free up his afternoon.

      His fellow officers would frown at it. They were men of a steady schedule. Drills and military training, with a mix of polo, hunting, riding, and then shining themselves up for balls and supper outings and all the other enticements of the social season. None of them knew what to do with Arthur’s irregularities.

      He was grateful, at least, that Campbell had been posted elsewhere, after his long leave. His presence, last year, had been a constant worry. The man wanted all the prestige for himself, whatever way he could get it. Arthur thought that very unbecoming in an officer, especially one with the aspirations Campbell had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 25TH

        

      

    

    
      Melusina had not been entirely sure what to expect the next day. When she came down to breakfast at quarter past nine, Hortense had taken in Melusina’s day dress with a long, slow amused look. The dress was rather flattering, but of a more muted green than Melusina usually chose. “You are not sure what you think of him, are you?”

      Melusina glanced down and smiled. “No, I don’t. But also, this takes cooling charms well, and I’m sure we’ll need it today. And it doesn’t show sweat if they fail.”

      “Not a delicate flower of the well-off at all.” Hortense clearly approved. “Or rather, you wear the clothes and face properly, but there’s quite a lot more going on.”

      “We’d be worse off with my current task if I weren’t.” She considered. “You know Captain Gospatrick a little better than I, surely. How much would you tell him?”

      Hortense paused, taking a measured sip of her tea. “Captain Gospatrick is young for his rank - a good two years ahead of most of his peers, in age.” She flicked her fingers. “Douglas is the one with a better sense for the Army men than I. They all flatter and charm, and it’s hard to tell what’s underneath, as a woman. But a man promoted that early either got through something horrible alive, or has unusual skills. Or both, in this case. I gather he was out in the Boer War.”

      Melusina had remembered that much of the conversation. Or rather, the piece where he’d mentioned he was going to Southern Africa had stuck. When the news had rolled in, piece by piece, she had the momentary reminder that several people she knew, however passingly, were likely there. And that one at least had gone to fight where he had been sent.

      That thought caught her, while she finished breakfast, enough that she fell silent. Her father went where he was posted. So had the Ardens. And, of course, near all of the military men she had met, here or elsewhere.

      It was different for her. She worked for the Ministry, but as a consulting analyst. She could, if she wished, turn down any assignment offered. No one would force her to go somewhere she refused, because that kind of refusal did not produce reliable magic. Not the sort she did, at any rate. And yet, clearly, some people went as they were told and their magic came to their call.

      Melusina was finishing the last of her tea, when there was a polite, “Memsahib, Captain Gospatrick has arrived. The carriage is waiting.” One of the household staff had appeared by the door. Melusina was still doing her best to learn their names, which was trickier when they came and went so quickly.

      Hortense smiled. “We will be right there, thank you.” She waited for Melusina to stand and brush her skirts into order, and then they went together to where Captain Gospatrick was waiting. He did look rather smartly attired in his uniform.

      “Mistress Arden. Mistress Whymark. Good morning. I hope you are both well?”

      “Quite looking forward to the outing. I thought we might have the carriage drive us around in the Garden. Then find a suitable spot where you and Melusina might discuss her project, while I look on from a suitable distance?”

      “I am at your service, and at Mistress Whymark’s, of course. To the degree I may be, at any rate.” The codicil made Melusina smile.

      “Oh, do call me Melusina, at least in private. Will it horribly annoy your brother officers?”

      He hesitated, as if judging between two paths. “May I speak freely, Mistress Arden? Mis - Melusina?”

      Hortense looked extremely amused. Melusina had already learned the knack of watching how the skin around her eyes crinkled slightly when she wanted to laugh. “Please, call me Hortense, in private. Much more efficient. And yes, you may, on my account.”

      Melusina nodded her agreement. Besides, she wanted, rather a lot, to find out what he was going to say, after leading with that. Hortense added, “We might get on into the carriage, and spare ourselves the heat later, yes?”

      Once they were settled, Hortense gave the instruction to move off, and the carriage rolled onward. It was apparently about a half hour’s drive, if the roads were not too crowded, more like an hour if they were. It would certainly give them some time to talk quietly.

      “First, please do call me Arthur, if you prefer.” He had settled in the seat facing them, with his back to the driver.

      Melusina held up a hand, glancing at Hortense. “May I?” A silence ward would be quite easy for her, and honestly sensible.

      “Oh, yes. Douglas usually does that sort of thing for us.” Hortense was entirely approving. Melusina focused her attention for a moment, on the container of the carriage, open windows or no, and muffled the sound from them to the outside. No reason to cut themselves off from important information in the larger world.

      Also, she suddenly realised, it might make Arthur jumpy. He had certainly tensed slightly, as she called the charm, then when the sound continued, he coughed. “One way?”

      “Yes. Unless you’d prefer something else?”

      He shook his head, then gathered himself, as if something in the exchange had rearranged his plans for the conversation. “You asked about my brother officers. May I ask - the angle you are interested in?”

      “On a personal level, how annoying they are likely to be to me. And how annoying they might be to you, if you are seen with me. Both being relevant to the larger question of my assignment here.”

      “Ah, so interrelated portions of the fortifications, then.” Again, she had the sense of him rearranging a map or perhaps one of those sand tables Army men liked for moving figures around on. “To begin, then. I have been posted to Fort William for just over a year. I have spent a fair portion of that time on assignment at the Viceroy’s discretion, taking messages to particular individuals, and generally bringing back an answer. It means I have not been as enmeshed with the social niceties of the Viceregal Palace. But also that I have the Viceroy’s ear for judicious requests.”

      Melusina beamed at him. “Ah, so you are the right sort of person to talk to.” It was always a delight when that was sorted out quickly, without her having to cast out nets for a suitable contact. She then waved a hand. “Pardon, do go on?”

      Arthur chuckled. She liked that, the way he wasn’t entirely straight and narrow. Not like some Army men who went wild when they could. Being comfortable enough to let his personality show, that was the way to put it. “I play polo well enough, though not as aggressively as some of my team captains would prefer. I’m a - well. A much better shot than I was two years ago.” Something crossed his face, the sort of thing Melusina would not inquire about. She knew she wouldn’t get a meaningful answer, not without also being cruel.

      “A useful skill, I’m sure.” She said it gently, as much as she could, and he nodded once. “And are you likely to be sent off on a journey in the immediate future?”

      “Likely not for a few weeks, at least. So if I may be of service, I am certainly glad to hear you out and advise to the best of my ability.”

      Melusina considered. “And your background otherwise? Are you - oh, this is where I really should say, who are your people? Are you betrothed to someone back in Albion? Anything else that would factor into the more visible social plans?”

      “It is difficult, you realise, to make a judgement on that point without knowing your goals.” Arthur spread his hands. “My family are Army quite a long way back, magical as well. No betrothals, though my mother would like to see me married.”

      “And now India.” Melusina nodded, considering that information. “You had come from Afghanistan, I remember. And then Southern Africa.” He nodded, and she again caught that momentary tightening of his expression. She wanted to ease that, so she said, “My family are Third Families, with a fair history of Colonial Service positions. I was in Albion for my education, of course, and my apprenticeship.”

      “I recall a rather protective aunt.” He said it with a smile. “And now your story is that you are visiting cousins, the Ardens, and I presume we are simply relying on the magical connection here?”

      “Exactly. Though Hortense and Douglas have been delightful hosts so far. It is Douglas who arranged for me to come out. Or rather, not me in specific, but someone with my skills.” She hesitated. “That might be best discussed when we are in the garden and can be certain we are not closely observed.”

      Arthur nodded once, and then leaned to peer out the window, and mention a few particular features. That occupied them in the journey over the bridge, and then into the gardens where the carriage pulled up in a drive. Arthur stepped out, speaking to the driver, and then offering his hand to help the ladies down. “Mrs Arden, do you have a preference?”

      It was second nature to switch back to formality, when near others. They aimed for a small garden, off near a pond, where they could see anyone coming from the path and sit in the shade. It was a rather pleasant day, not yet too oppressively humid, at least not with the charms in her dress helping to keep her cool. She suspected Arthur had something similar as part of his uniform, but she had no idea how to ask about that.

      Once they were properly settled, he glanced at her. “Will you do the honours, or would you prefer I do so?”

      Melusina called her magic again, quietly, and cast the muffling charm once more. “Will it cause you trouble to be seen out with me?”

      “Yes. You are, you must realise, quite an object of interest, and for a variety of reasons. Many of the Fishing Fleet do not remotely have your self-possession.” He almost continued to say something else, then stopped.

      “Or?” She smiled as she said it, hoping to put him at least a little more at ease.

      “I am quite sure you’re aware you’re a visibly lovely woman. And from our conversation so far, I am equally sure your wits and depth of knowledge are a fitting match.” He shook his head. “I’m also certain you have already built that into your plans.”

      She laughed, she let herself laugh, enjoying the moment. Not the flattery, exactly. It wasn’t that she minded flattery. She was as human as the next woman, for one thing. For another, being the sort of woman that men flattered was, as he noted, quite useful in a number of ways. “It is a factor, yes.” She tilted her head, considering him. “You do not seem overwhelmed by my beauty?” Getting the tone right here was a trick, to treat it lightly, but without the coyness of a flirt.

      To her delight, he leaned forward slightly. “Your plans, please, mistress. We can discuss your more personal accomplishments afterwards.”

      “Oh, fair, fair.” She waved a hand, amused. And clear that he was also amused. This was the most comfortable form of sparring. They were enjoying the moment, he was treating her like a fully fledged person with her own interests, but he was not letting her get away with anything. “You are not quite the usual sort of man I run into, for the record. Which I appreciate.” Then she straightened. “It is a complex assignment, in large part because I do not know what I do not know.”

      “Are we back to first year rhetoric and logic classes, then?” Arthur leaned back again, slightly. “All right. Begin at the beginning, please? Or if you are not sure where that is, at the point you were assigned this - project?”

      “Project is a fair word.” She clucked her tongue once. “As I understand it, the Viceroy approached Master Arden and inquired if he could request a suitable specialist. He had concerns about the security of his office and safe, in specific. However, he has been unwilling to explain the specifics, merely that he wishes the security to be improved, in a way that he can confirm on his own. After some discussion, the Ministry thought I was the best available analyst to send. My warding skills, of course, but also my familiarity with India, fluency with Hindi, and comfort moving in Colonial Service circles.”

      “Huh.” That was an honest grunt of consideration from him. He tapped his fingers on his hand for a moment, as if counting to himself. “And you do not yet know what specifically needs warding.”

      “Nor if he’s actually asking for magical warding, specifically, or for something else. I do have a fair familiarity with modern safes and other protections, mind you. Including how to break into them. It does rather go with the speciality.”

      Arthur snorted. “Lock picks?”

      “You do not know what you can usefully hide in a bustle, do you? I generally have a set of lock picks on me at all times, as well as working stones and a few other portable tools.”

      That made Arthur grin. “Where I am limited by tightly fitted uniforms. Especially the breeches, can’t hide a thing in them. I have a few tricks, but not a bustle, no.”

      “Also, quite fascinating what you can hide in a hat, or in hair that’s been put up properly.” Melusina shrugged, agreeably. “At any rate, my task is to find out the details of the task, and then to perform it. And I honestly do not know whether I should present myself to the Viceroy myself, or just make things happen. That, sir, is where I need your expertise.”

      Arthur nodded. “It is an interesting challenge, isn’t it? I’m still not sure if the man’s magical, and I’ve been in his office at least weekly for a year, whether here or in Simla. I am - hmm.” He spread out his hands. “I am increasingly sure the Vicereine is not, but that doesn’t necessarily mean much, not in his sort of family.”

      “Lord Ripon is the son of a former Prime Minister, indeed. He’d have been in close connection with a number of people at the highest levels of government from childhood.” Melusina considered. “And you are not, directly, one of his ADCs.” She used the common abbreviation because of course he’d know it.

      “Goodness, no. They are at a rarified height I will not be able to ascend. However, I can get a brief appointment within a few days. The question is which way to play it. If he is magical, the fact the specialist is a woman will not be any particular surprise. He may even know who was sent. Honestly, I have no idea how far-reaching his connections might be.”

      “And if he is non-magical, we have a decided problem, because such a man is unlikely to think me competent in those ways.”

      “Just so. Given the way he plays his own cards, I think we might be reasonably excused a bit of equivalent caution.”

      “We? You’re willing to help, then?”

      Arthur shrugged one shoulder slightly. “The Viceroy has asked for particular expertise. I can certainly meet with him, explain that someone has arrived who can assist, but was not sure if a direct approach was best. If he makes it clear one way or another what his preference is, we can work with that. But we need additional information to make that decision. And in the meantime, you make yourself a known presence around the Fort, as the guest of various people. The Ardens, myself, but also my brother officers. Then we can figure out how to make sure you gain access to what you need.”

      Melusina did not care for biding her time like that, but it was, in fact, the proper approach. “And you will keep me informed?”

      “Of course. You may hear something, as well.” He hesitated. “I don’t know. There is nothing obvious I can put a finger on, but there is some nervousness, especially since our return from Simla. The Viceroy is pursuing several more progressive policies and legislation. He’s quite close friends with Allan Octavian Hume, if you know the name.”

      Melusina considered. “Papa speaks well of him, bar his obsession with birds. Is that a problem?”

      “The birds are not particularly the problem, no. He has been somewhat more outspoken, especially since his retirement was announced earlier this year after two years of ambiguity. He is a Theosophist, which also muddies the water a bit on what he might or might not be aware of, in terms of Albion.”

      Melusina wrinkled her nose. “Rather. And that sort, it’s one of two things. Either their waters run deep and we have a delightful conversation or we are at loggerheads from first principles. It’s so difficult to tell which at the start.”

      That brought out a chuckle. “You begin to see why my relationships with my brother officers can be a trial.” he agreed. “So, we gather more information, and I am entirely at your service with that.”

      Melusina nodded. “Much appreciated, and I will put in a good word with the Ministry, of course, regardless of the outcome, for your help.” That, curiously, didn’t seem to be a motivation for him, though he nodded at it. “Are there particular reasons for caution?”

      Arthur hesitated. “You grew up in Bombay, yes? Were you here in ‘57?” The Mutiny, one date no one with ties to India was likely to forget anytime soon.

      She shook her head. “We were in Albion for the summer, Mother went back for my birth. Mama told me it was terrifying not to have the news. But Bombay was largely quieter, and Papa was in no direct danger, it turned out. We came back out in the winter of ‘58, when things had better settled down. Not that sort of unrest, surely?”

      “No, nothing of that degree. And yet, of course, people worry. They see something small and think it is the twitch of a tiger’s tail, with the rest of the enormous cat just out of sight, ready to strike.”

      “Perhaps I might keep my ears open and lend a hand to you in turn? It is truly amazing what men will mention when they think I am either not paying attention or could not possibly follow the details.”

      Arthur nodded at her. “I would be quite appreciative. Whatever you might pick up, as a new arrival, who does not make assumptions.” He then smiled a tad more warmly. “We are back to your accomplishments, aren’t we? What are your particular talents in warding?”

      “An integrated view of warding as a system.” She gestured, making a square with her hands. “Not only the structure of the safe itself, how resolutely it might resist lock picks, but where it is placed, what magical adjustments might be made. A safe that is only routinely remembered by those who have the right to open it. That is a complex enchantment, but quite potent. I do think about the system rather more than most.”

      “Oh?” He was leaning forward, curious again. And more to the point, letting his curiosity show.

      “Ah, well. As an example, my dress for today. It is a more muted green because the brighter greens are made with arsenic. When it comes to protecting my body, I think that is a poor choice for clothing, especially in the heat.” She was, he must surely know, wearing layers beneath the silk, but that seemed entirely unmentionable.

      “I did like the frock you were wearing last night. It set you apart, the vibrancy and the way you shone out in the ballroom. I admit, between the uniforms and the usual run of dresses, it can be rather a sea of sameness. The bright blue was a pleasant change.”

      “Ah, that is one of my favourite colours, so I am sure you will see me in more of the kind. It must be a good half my wardrobe, between sapphire blue and a darker cobalt.” Then she caught a brief nod from Hortense. “I think Hortense sees someone who wishes to speak to her. Perhaps we might tend to that, have a short walk in the garden, and then retreat to somewhere shaded, with cool drinks?”

      “Just so.” He pulled himself together, entirely at ease, becoming the attentive officer escorting a lady. Hortense had indeed spotted someone of particular interest, wife of one of the men with business interests in Calcutta. The introductions and walk kept them quite busy until they returned to the carriage.

      It was not until Arthur took his leave, after a pleasant luncheon, that Melusina was alone with her thoughts. That had gone far better than she thought it might, and now she could only apply patience. Not her best virtue, alas.
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          MONDAY, NOVEMBER 27TH

        

      

    

    
      “Your excellency?” Arthur had been shown in by Lord Ripon’s senior aide-de-camp, a man a few years older than Arthur, who was a stickler for proper protocol. Since Arthur met those standards effortlessly except for his somewhat irregular assignments, they got along well enough.

      Arthur had asked for an appointment on Friday afternoon after returning to the Fort, and it was now Tuesday morning. His excellency the Viceroy didn’t attend to business routinely on Saturday or Sunday, and his Monday had been full of something about trade negotiations.

      “Gospatrick.” The Viceroy nodded. “Have a seat. You asked for twenty minutes, in confidence.”

      “Yes, your excellency.” The door shut smoothly behind them, and Arthur didn’t need to turn to know it was truly closed. “A matter of some discretion.”

      “Something you need my assistance with?” Lord Ripon leaned forward slightly. He was behind a massive wooden desk, carved with curving lines and shapes that drew the eye. Arthur wondered what Melusina would make of it.

      “Ah, no, sir.” He cleared his throat. “I am aware that several months ago, you made a request of Mr Arden to see if a specialist might be arranged discreetly. That specialist has arrived in Calcutta, and they have asked me to inquire how you would like to proceed.”

      The Viceroy leaned back and raised an eyebrow. “And how do you come into this, then? Not your usual line of work, surely. Though, to be fair, I’ve been relying on your discretion and skills in the travelling rounds.” He waved a hand. “I won’t have more on that front for at least a month or two, unless something changes.”

      “It is India, sir. Either things change very quickly, or very slowly.”

      That got a bark of a laugh, and a nod. “Quite. We may hope it will be the latter for a bit. Let us catch up with a number of smaller matters, such as the specialist. You have met him?”

      This was where Arthur had to decide. “Her, your excellency.” Honesty was the better part here. Arthur was as skilled at walking around the truth as any other man of Albion who found his place in the hierarchy at odds with his oaths to the Silence. But he honestly had come to like the man who sat before him. He might not know him well as a person, but in the ways one knew one’s commanders, he was a good man.

      Certainly different from his predecessor, in all the stories Arthur had heard, and that was all to the better. Now, he waited to see the reaction, and whether it would tell him anything useful.

      “Her.” Lord Ripon steepled his fingers. “Someone I have met? No, wait.” He shook his head. “Arrange it with Michaelton, please. I’ll tell him to make time for you this afternoon.” That was the Viceroy’s secretary, or rather one of them in particular. “Your attention to detail is as appreciated as your discretion, as always.”

      Arthur could tell a dismissal as easily as any other man of his rank. “Your excellency. I appreciate your time, as always. My compliments to the Vicereine, and I hope to be at Thursday’s ball.”

      He stood, waited for the nod of dismissal, and then for the Viceroy’s call for the ADC. Michaelton was out, and Arthur left a note explaining the need for an appointment and that his excellency would provide more details. That done, Arthur himself went along to tend to other duties. Either one of the boys who ran messages would find him there, or he could check in after luncheon.

      It was the other duties that turned out to be something of a challenge. It was not entirely unexpected, really. He had run into the Ardens and Melusina yesterday, as they were making social calls at the Fort. He did not know how Melusina had spent the Saturday and Sunday, but she had beamed at him as if he were a rescue from something less than pleasant.

      Now, as he turned into the stables to check on the state of some of the less needed supplies, he felt a hand on his shoulder. “Hold up, Gospatrick.”

      “Hansen.” Arthur pulled away enough to face the man, keeping a wary ear out for other footsteps. There were three others with him, maybe another around the corner. It wasn’t likely anyone would try outright violence here. It was a public enough space, where anyone might walk through. Never mind that Arthur could in fact handle himself in a fight. Better than Hansen and his particular cronies could, he was quite sure. But even a flailing man could do a fair bit of harm, and startled horses could panic and do a great deal more.

      “You escorted Miss Whymark to the Botanic Garden on Friday.”

      “At the invitation of the Ardens, yes. We have some family connections.” Arthur was tempted, so tempted, to press the point and ask why Hansen was so irritated by that. Surely the man knew well enough how things worked.

      “Turn down further invitations, if you know what’s good for you.” That came out in a hiss of spittle. Arthur wondered, for a moment, what Melusina’s inclinations, rooted as they were in sturdy protection, would make of them. He tucked his hands behind his back to dampen his desire to punch the man in the face. It wouldn’t do at all.

      “The invitations are hers - and the Ardens’ - to offer or no.” Arthur kept his voice even. “I won’t be churlish.”

      He could see Hansen’s shoulder shaking. One of the men who had come up beside him, a Lieutenant who Gospatrick didn’t know well, cleared his throat. Hansen glared at him, but something in the expression made him damp down his own fury. “Don’t press me, Gospatrick.”

      Then Hansen shook himself, like a rabid dog, and stalked off down the stable, his leather boots clacking loudly on the hard floor of the stables. Arthur let him go, without further comment, forcing himself to take several long breaths. Only when they were gone, out the other side of the long building, did he relax and realise one person had not gone with them.

      It was one of the new Captains, arrived within the last month, a man in his mid-thirties. More experienced, and Arthur thought battle-tested as well. “Forthand.” He nodded once.

      “I’d hold out for better quality enemies, honestly. He’s not at all up to your class.” It was a rather sharp commentary, given in a lazy drawl that marked the man immediately as a career officer who’d come up through the Royal Military College at Sandhurst.

      “Beg pardon?” Arthur had ideas about how to respond to something like this. But charging ahead, again, did not seem quite the right thing.

      “The man hates you. With more reason than he had a month ago. Miss Whymark, I presume?”

      “I have not spoken to her since Friday. Nor to the Ardens. Though, of course, I would be delighted to escort her again.” He jerked his chin in the direction Hansen had taken. “Regardless of the threat.”

      “Quite.” Forthand considered for a moment. “Michaelton can see you at half-two. Here’s the slip.” He handed over the card of paper.

      Arthur glanced at it, the neat handwriting decidedly Michaelton’s. “Appreciated. But surely you weren’t sent to play messenger boy?” It was a tad of a risk, but the man was being agreeable, and Arthur wanted to see what came of it.

      “I was coming this way. I was actually about to go for a brief ride, back by luncheon. Would you care to come with me? Your horse could use the exercise, yes?”

      Arthur raised an eyebrow. “Are you usually this well-informed, or am I a special concern?” Then he spread his head. “I was on duty for training and drills the last two days, so I haven’t been out on horseback since Thursday. And I’m free.”

      They split up, each going to their own mount’s stall, talking briefly with the grooms. Arthur vastly preferred to help with tacking up himself, even if he had to turn over care of his mount and equipment to the grooms most of the time. His mount of the moment was a pleasant blood bay. The gelding had an agreeable disposition, a tendency to stiffen to the left, and a dislike for water buffalo that sometimes presented a challenge. But all of that was generally manageable.

      Forthand had a rather more hot-blooded mare, a dappled grey. Striking, and she knew it, too. He treated her steadily, used to her ways, but not indulging her moods, which told Arthur a fair bit about the man. It wasn’t until they were well out of Fort William that either of them said anything of consequence.

      “I know many things, but I am unclear, it turns out, about your desired trajectory. You don’t intend to stay in India, do you?”

      Arthur shook his head. “I am meant to be acquiring a broad sense of the Army’s capabilities, one way or another. I was in Afghanistan as a lieutenant, under Bobs. Then at Laing’s Nek, under Major General Colley.” And let Forthold read into that what he might, about which got the fond familiarity, and which - well, the man was dead and buried. “Here for another year, perhaps two, then somewhere else.”

      “Which explains more of why Hansen would far prefer to see you fall in disgrace.” Forthold tilted his head. “And Campbell?”

      Arthur inclined his head. “You expect me to speak freely, without being sure of your own priorities? Come on, Captain. I am not fresh out of training. Or the schoolroom.” He said it with a hint of teasing.

      The other man laughed comfortably. “Well said. You can handle yourself, then?”

      “Well enough. No one’s stabbed me in the back yet. Or shot me from behind.” Mind, he had quite good personal protections, one way and another. He was sure it was a large part of the reason he and his horse had made it out of Laing’s Neck in one piece. “I tend to get on well, but there’s always one or two who think the way up the ranks is to trample everyone else in their path.” Which was certainly true of Campbell, but also of Hansen. Arthur would not bother to hide the issues with Hansen. Forthold had seen plenty for himself.

      “And the Viceroy thinks well of you. A fair bit of independent travel, yes?”

      Arthur shrugged. “I’m a good rider. I speak enough Hindi and Bengali to manage well out in the hill forts. And I mind my manners.” Which could be read half a dozen ways. He meant he did not prevail on vulnerable women, treat the local inhabitants poorly, trample crops, abuse the guides and grooms who rode with him, or spill military secrets after a few drinks.

      Forthold chuckled. “No, you have quite a staid reputation, one way and another. Approachable, but not - mmm. Prone to wildness in any dimension. Any reason?”

      There were several reasons Arthur might reasonably name. He considered which one to pick. “I come from a family that has a bit of a temper, when roused.” His father’s line had near all gone into Boar House. His mother added a moderating influence, but still, he’d got in plenty of scuffles as a boy. “One of the thing my father - and then my senior officers - taught me was when that’s worthwhile. And the many times it isn’t.”

      “Even though it may make you enemies in other ways?” That was an honest question. Arthur could hear the ring of it.

      He had to decide which way to go with this. “For one, if a man is my enemy because I try to do the decent thing, to save my fighting for Crown and Country,” And Council, the silent echo always in his head. “Then that tells me a great deal about him, and I do not wish him for my friend. A necessary ally, at best.”

      Forthold nodded slowly. “And you learned how to hold your temper, then? Many people do not manage, who are quickly roused.”

      That made Arthur snort in amusement. “Because it would be better for me to have punched Hansen earlier? Or done the equivalent verbally? That is a quick way to my fall, and he’s not worth it. That’s the thing they taught me. To weigh the effects, down the years.” He shrugged slightly. “It does not always work. Campbell, as you say, bears a grudge. In his case, I half-think because I would not give him the outright fight. Or a chance to win.”

      That got a chuckle. “Keep an eye out for him. A man like that, a few years senior, can make a lot of trouble, should he choose.”

      Arthur nodded. “I’m aware. But I also know good sense cannot win all battles. Unfortunately.” He shrugged, as they turned down a new street to loop back eventually to the Fort. “You’ve been posted here some years. May I ask your advice?”

      “On Hansen? Watch your back, and socially as well, but you don’t need me to tell you that. If he steps over that line - the one he came quite close to today - report him, as needed. You know why as well as I do.”

      “Communal discipline. The men must see the system works. It’s one thing to deflect on my own behalf, but that does no good to those who come after me, or who have fewer skills or protections.” That was another lesson he’d had drilled into him from childhood, along with the lead soldiers reenacting endless battles.

      Forthold grinned. “Such a pleasure to talk with someone who has the proper sense. I spend most of my time with our newer officers. You might lend a hand there, if you’d be interested. I gather you’re not being sent off on long rides again for a bit?”

      “His excellency said a month or two. Not until after the holidays, most likely.”

      “Which means you will be well-placed to enjoy the pleasures of the Fishing Fleet. Are you courting, then?”

      That made Arthur laugh. “My mother would like to see me wed, of course. That’s no surprise. I am of age. Am I eager to find a wife? Not a wife for the sake of a wife, but if I found someone who suited, where I suited her. And where she was willing to return to England.”

      “You expect to end up there, then? Seeing to things there.”

      “That is my father’s hope, yes, and as that is how his career has gone, he has some reason to guide me on the same path.” He waved a hand. “I am enjoying India, a great deal, but it is not my land, in the way England is. To visit, for a few years again, at some point, certainly. To spend my active duty here, possibly decades more? No. Not if I’ve the choice.”

      “And yet you speak the languages fluently. It makes you rather - mmm. Rather a loss.”

      Arthur shrugged. “Things are worth knowing whether or not they are in service of my duties. I became curious about how people express themselves in Afghanistan, and so I sought tutoring when I knew I was coming to India. I’ve an ear for languages, it turns out. And a fair few people have responded to my curiosity. Spoken, mind. The written is still quite a mystery to me, beyond signs and simple words.”

      “That is also, I’m sure you realise, not the common approach to things. And, I’m sure, behind some of Hansen’s gripes.” Forthold hesitated, then visibly decided. “He thinks you’re degenerate, you know. For your interest in the natives.”

      Arthur looked up at that. “Not a surprise.” It wasn’t. Arthur thought it short-sighted at best, and actively dangerous to one’s well-being at worst. A few language skills wouldn’t have prevented the Mutiny. But a few more, a bit of attempt to understand other people’s perspectives, that might have done some good. Then and now.

      Forthold nodded. “And yet you pursue it. Knowing others will find it - distasteful.”

      “I’m curious, honestly. My travels have taken me to a number of the Indian Civil Service judges, and they have been interesting conversationalists, explaining the customs, the festivals, the stories. If this is part of the Empire, surely we should understand it, as well as expecting them to understand us.” He waved a hand. “All sorts of medicinal possibilities, as a friend of mine pointed out, a few years ago. Trade. Specialities in the arts.” He let his smile broaden. “Besides. I know how to be a proper officer in Her Majesty’s Army. If I don’t keep learning, I’ll become a very dull one. Can’t have that.”

      “Ah, so strategy, personal and otherwise, as well as the interest in learning.” Forthold had caught the implication, then. He knew that knowing your possible enemy gave you a great many advantages. Arthur had seen the failure to do so in Southern Africa, and he never wanted to live through that shattering ignorance again.

      They rode on in silence for a few minutes, before Forthold picked that up. “What was Laing’s Neck like? I’ve read the reports, of course.”

      How much of the truth should he tell? “General Colley underestimated the Boers tremendously. They are men used to living in a harsh land, crack shots, skilled riders who can stay on come hell or high water. You saw the numbers. Four hundred eighty made the charges, a hundred fifty were killed. Including a number of senior officers.”

      “And some were your friends?” That was careful and gentler.

      Arthur didn’t so much look away as let his eyes follow the line of his gelding’s ears. “A few. I’d not been there terribly long. But they were good men, who should have seen other dawns.” He had been an attachment to the force, meant to use his magic to shield far more than he had. But they had ordered him into the fray before he could do more than set the most basic enchantments.

      A different sort of war than he’d been trained for, and a far worse one. He hesitated, because this was calling a General’s orders in question, and that was not good for one’s advancement. “I wish to be the sort of officer who fights wisely, who knows the terrain and his men, who applies the proper knowledge for the situation. Whatever takes me closer to that, that is my aim.”

      “Hmmm.” Forthold said nothing further on the matter, giving the conversation a minute or two to settle before they came back into the Fort’s grounds. Then he picked up talking about a few tidbits of information about the current officers that were, in fact, likely to be useful to Arthur in the coming weeks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 29TH

        

      

    

    
      Melusina tilted her head. “So, the usual arcane dances, then. The thing where you are both saying sentences that say nothing to the ordinary ear, but hopefully mean something to you?” Arthur had appeared at the house promptly just before tea time on Tuesday afternoon and Hortense had declared the household not at home to any further callers.

      Arthur nodded. He was, at least, being obligingly informative. Half the time on these tasks, the actual work was well within her gifts. Easy, even. The trickier part was navigating men’s egos about letting her do the work. “To begin, what have you been up to, particularly with those stationed at the Fort? I ask not out of any prurient desire to control your pleasures - I’m quite clear that wouldn’t end well for me. But rather because it may suggest some avenues forward, or others that would be a terribly bad idea.”

      “To calibrate, how are we defining ‘terribly bad’ here?” Melusina raised an eyebrow and took a precisely timed sip of tea.

      “If you are seen with me, will it interfere in the smooth function of the Fort and Her Majesty’s empire? Immediately provoke a jealous rage? Cause various others to plot more actively against me?” He didn’t seem entirely bothered by the idea.

      “More actively?” Now, that was intriguing. “I have heard you mentioned, but not as the target of obvious plots. The subtle ones take a bit more work to sort out.”

      Arthur just waited. She liked that, too. For all he was very much of Boar House in some ways - his directness, for one - it came out in him as efficiency. Melusina appreciated efficiency, it saved a great deal of bother.

      She considered. “I have been out with one officer or dined with another - more often than not two on the same day.” It wasn’t bragging. He had some right to know if they were making plans. “They were interested in how we had met, whether I had known you in England, all that.”

      “And what did you say?” He didn’t move, exactly, but she could sense him leaning into the conversation.

      “That you were well known to the Ardens - Hortense mentioned you were here for tea periodically, part of their salon for the magical in town.” She grinned. “Though not that part, obviously, but people know they have a select circle over regularly.”

      “Not as often as all that.” Arthur nodded at Hortense, who was at the far end of the sitting room, writing letters. “My duties have had me elsewhere. But often enough for that to be a fine cover, yes.”

      “To be honest, I find most of them think you a dark horse. You’re career Army, but you’ve not stayed with the same regiment. Not that that’s unheard of, of course. Especially for us. You’ve shown no particular interest in the Fishing Fleet, but enough that they don’t suspect you of unmilitary tastes. On the third hand, you socialise with at least some of the natives.”

      “All accurate enough, even.” Arthur spread his hands. “And so they are dubious about such a fine figure of womanhood as yourself spending time with me. Because it cuts them out, and what could you see in me, anyway?” It wasn’t self-deprecating, rather an honest assessment. Arthur was, from what she’d seen herself as well as what she’d heard, quietly competent, and she expected it was the quiet that unsettled his fellow officers most.

      Now, for example, he was amiably occupying the sofa, as if he had not a trouble in the world. Melusina was certain, however, he was juggling seven possible plans, at least three alternate approaches, and his usual schedule of duties. She hadn’t known what to make of him before their outing to the Botanic Garden. The more she played back the encounter in her mind, the more intrigued she’d become about how he’d handled himself.

      “At any rate, back to my original question. Not out with the same person twice, yet, except for you.” She’d see what he did with that. “And I don’t believe I’ve made any serious enemies yet. I have a few commitments this week, and then the Thursday ball, of course.” It was a weekly staple of the calendar this time of year, and she could not afford to avoid it without drawing the wrong sort of notice.

      “Right. So, what Michaelton said this afternoon is that the Viceroy is concerned that someone is sneaking into his office - such as on Thursday evenings - and rifling through his papers. Possibly even through the safe. Changing the safe would be obvious, of course, and he does not wish to tip his hand if he can avoid it.”

      “Besides all the bother, too. He must have quite a large safe, and multiple people must legitimately need access?”

      “Exactly.”

      She spread her hands out. “So my part is to - what? Something to cause an alert if someone unauthorised touches it? Catch someone in the act? I do like a good trap.”

      “Have you set them up often?” Arthur blinked at her, amused.

      “Three times. Though to be fair, the first was at school, someone kept sneaking the good biscuits before time.” Melusina shrugged. “Can’t have that.” She tilted her head, waiting for the actual instructions here.

      Arthur nodded. “Ideally, they would like to know who is doing it, but not in an obvious way to the person - gather evidence, and see if there are any others involved. Which is difficult to do if one is extremely obvious. If, however, things fall out that way, Michaelton will understand. Without, of course, magic being visibly involved.”

      “Is he magical?” Melusina considered. “And the Viceroy?”

      “No idea about Lord Ripon, still. When I mentioned the specialist was a woman, he shunted me right off to Michaelton. Michaelton, though, is magical - the Viceroy usually has multiple assistants, for obvious reasons. Michaelton’s held the same role here through several changes. He’s quite good at it, but a sizeable part of his remit is the magical coordination. Dunwich, about twenty years ago, I gather.” He added the schooling before Melusina could ask, presumably since it was a quite logical question in the circumstances.

      “And what does he know about me?” She frowned. “Why didn’t he put in a request himself? Rather than the Ardens?”

      “Because that would need to be recorded in certain ways, and - well. Lord Ripon told Michaelton to arrange it and arrange it he did. He has told me where the safe is, given me a list of people with legitimate access. Some of them are not in India at the moment, and of course we can’t get hair or blood for it. Signatures, though, he had.”

      “Oh, bless.” Melusina let out a sigh of relief. “The other methods are such a drain. Astrological charts or detailed descriptions or photographs never quite have the same effect as signatures.”

      “No, they don’t, I gather.” Arthur nodded. “So, what do you need to make this work?”

      Melusina considered her options. “It is likely a matter for two visits. The first to get the lay of the land, and what will be needed to do the work. A second to do it. The Thursday balls are a regular event, I gather? Are there others we might make use of?”

      “Disappearing during a ball - well. Has anyone invited you to a kalajuggah yet?” The Hindi rolled off his tongue, smoothly.

      She frowned. “A dark place?” Then she blinked. “You mean those little alcoves?”

      Arthur laughed. “Just so. They can be - and in the Viceregal landscape, generally are - rather well appointed. A small sofa or bench or something of the kind, with large plants blocking the line of sight, ideally some curtains. A couple might disappear into one for the length of a dance or between dances with little commentary. More than that risks the reputation. There are at least twenty scattered around, but - mmm. If you were to wish to sneak off with me, I would need to set one up and be seen doing so. People would comment.”

      “You have not previously done so?” It came out sounding prim, which was neither like Melusina nor how she wanted to sound in this case. “I mean, pardon. I had the impression you had found no particular preferred partner among the ladies.” That sounded little better, and she felt it was the better strategy to stop talking.

      He raised one eyebrow, and just smiled slightly, letting her sit with that for a long moment. She swallowed hard. “I’ve put my foot in it. I beg pardon, honestly. Will you help me out of this bog I’ve found myself in?”

      Arthur smiled suddenly and offered her a quick salute. “At your service, mistress.” Something had shifted there, in the foundations, and Melusina did not know how to measure it properly.

      She cleared her throat. “Could you, perhaps, be clear about what ways you are in my service?” Her voice did not quiver, to her great satisfaction, though she was suddenly very aware of Hortense at the other end of the room.

      “You wish time to evaluate the safe, and then later to do the work. There is a ball on Thursday, and another planned for Saturday. If you do not already have an invitation to the latter, I am sure that can be arranged from several directions. It is now Tuesday, I should be able to arrange a suitable spot in the next day or two. There’s a man or three recently gone back to England’s green fields - or elsewhere.” A cloud crossed his face, and she guessed that was a death out of season. “Nearer to the Viceroy’s office, I presume?”

      “If that is possible, yes. I am - well. I am not obscure, in evening dress.”

      “It would be a shame if you were, mistress.” He gave the title a little roll of the r, nothing gauche, just playing with it a little.

      “And you, then? What should I know about your goals? I wouldn’t—” Ah. Here she had a path forward. “I am quite clear that if I suggest something, you are likely to leap forward to meet that need. Even if another path might suit your needs better, and mine just as well. So I must know from you what your own priorities are, besides this work.” There. That was tidy and clear enough, she hoped.

      That made him pause. She saw him take a breath and settle his shoulders. “Since you ask.” That earned her a nod, a brush of praise for her own foresight. That didn’t need words. And clearly he would not have mentioned it if she hadn’t. Men. Army men, in particular. “Long-term, my goal is a posting in Albion, overseeing training, coordination, logistics for those fighting men who have magic. Our best uses, on a strategic level. There is, you understand, a fair bit of competition for that sort of role.”

      “In part because there are not many who have it, yes?”

      “Exactly.” Arthur leaned forward slightly. “That means they must see me as a man who knows his work. Someone who guides the men below him well, who has a good head for strategy and tactics, even when I am in an isolated position. A broad knowledge of history, military and otherwise, as well as trade and political considerations. In the ordinary way of things, I would expect my next posting to be in Albion for two or three years, then additional postings with increasing military responsibility, into my later thirties, at least. Another decade, give or take, four or five places. At that point, they might reasonably bring me back to Albion for the sort of position that benefits from, what’s the word? Institutional knowledge.”

      “Knowing where the skeletons in the closets are.” She offered it almost without thinking about it.

      He laughed freely. It was a warm laugh, bubbling over, and brought Hortense’s head up. Melusina caught that out of the corner of her eye, but she was entirely focused on Arthur now. “Oh, yes. I suppose that must be similar in your line of work?”

      No praise for being clever, like a dog who’d learned a trick. And no surprise that she’d spoken so freely. Certainly, he seemed to enjoy it. She nodded. “Very much so. My apprentice mistress argues that a good three-quarters of protection work is understanding what you’re actually protecting from. That means knowing who holds a grudge, who is held in abeyance by other means, and all the rest.”

      That was an angle he had obviously not quite considered before, not in those words, anyway. She could see the flicker of his eyes, the way thoughts must be chasing their way around inside his head. When he spoke, his voice was a little more furry, a pleasant roughness more like a cat’s purr. “That seems like a delightful conversation when we have more leisure. I suspect I could learn quite a lot from you that would be exceedingly useful. For the moment, however, we should make plans.”

      “I promise a later conversation, at some convenient point, if it is at all possible.” She had learned to hedge her promises slightly. She had more than enough ritual magic training to know how something could change the grounds on which you’d committed. But she wanted that conversation with him, the interplay and the quickness of his understanding, and how far that might take them both. “All right. Plans. We need to find time, during the gathering, when we can go missing without being too obvious.”

      “Do you have any ideas for that? We should not risk your reputation unduly.”

      Melusina considered. “I am not unused to glamour magics, the sort that hide your features. Or - this depends on whether the person who is the spy is magical, in part. An illusion charm, with the two of us, properly supervised, standing on a shadowy terrace. It enchants into a stone. If Hortense or one of the others has it in their keeping, we could sneak off to that - kalajuggah, and from there to the safe. If we play the timing right, it should do well enough.”

      “That gives us some options, yes.” Arthur was clearly weighing some options for locations through his mind. “I couldn’t get a floor plan out of Michaelton, unfortunately, but I can sketch one out for you of the spaces I know. If you have some paper and such?”

      Melusina nodded. Hortense, from the far end of the room, said, “I’ll go gather up some things. Winnie sketches, and I believe she’s got a drawing board and some supplies to loan here. We often take them out if we’re going to the gardens or some such.”

      Once Hortense had left, Melusina cleared her throat. “What sort of things do people get up to in these alcoves, then?” Her voice half-cracked as she got to ‘alcove’ and she cursed herself for it.

      “The timing is the thing.” Arthur leaned forward, just enough to make his own care plain. “No clothing removed, and of course - well. The average woman who comes out seeking a husband has not had our training in matters of the body. Most of them do not know what to expect, worse luck. I would not, of course, offer anything you did not wish. I am sure we can make a visible show of leaning in, glancing over shoulders, to appear to whisper sweet nothings.”

      Melusina hesitated for a moment. “I was thinking, more, that we could not afford the potential distraction to our goal.”

      She had not been sure until that moment that she wanted to say such a thing. His eyes widened slightly, as if he had been provided with an entirely new map to the features of the fortification. Perhaps a secret passage that would break a siege, if approached properly. She would see if he had the wits and courage to make the attempt, then.

      “No distractions until our triumphal success, of course not.” Arthur nodded once slightly. “I am at your service, as I said. Are there supplies you will want on hand? Or rather, supplies that cannot be concealed in your bustle? I presume you prefer to keep your more personal tools with you at all times, if you have the option.”

      Melusina had been thinking about that. “One of my evening gowns has a bustle where the top layer of the fabric pulls up, making it easier to get at what is underneath.” Without pulling up the entire hemline, which was both - well, decidedly immodest on every level, and also exceedingly awkward, given the weight and volume of the fabric. “I’ll wear that on Saturday and think of some option for a few small items on Thursday.”

      There was always tucking it into her decolletage, perhaps with some lacework or ribbon tacked on to hide the lines. She’d have to experiment later tonight to see what additions needed to be added. “Are you the sort who carries a wand?”

      He nodded once. “That, I can carry with me, readily enough.” He twisted his hand, his fingers in what looked for a moment like a mudra, and the wand popped into his hand. It was like and unlike him, she thought. He was a well-built man, with the sort of shoulders she approved of. Sturdy, but not overgrown with muscle. There was a flexibility to him, and his wand had the same look.

      “Shorter for practicality?” It would, she estimated, be six and a half inches, just enough to fit tidily against his forearm under his jacket, the way other men might carry a dagger. There were jokes about men and how the size and shape of their wands compared to other parts of their bodies. Melusina corralled her thoughts away from that, at least for the moment. This was not the time.

      “Exactly. It’s near invisible even when I’m in shirt-sleeves, thanks to a few enchantments on my shirts.” He nodded. “My gifts are for the martial magics, as I said, but I’m quite good with unlocking a door. In this case, I will have a key to the office, since we are permitted access. And the safe. I’ll pick them up on Thursday.”

      “That’s proper security. And formally documented, I presume.”

      “Myself and the person who is assisting, sworn oath, and all that.” He considered. “I am fairly sure Michaelton has guessed it might be you. But he has not asked, and said he would prefer not to know for certain if we can avoid it. I suspect it simplifies his paperwork to no end.”

      As Hortense came back with the drawing board, Melusina cleared her throat. “Right. We want an idea of where the office is, where the ball is, where the alcoves that might be relevant are, and where our illusionary decoy should be. In whatever order makes sense for you.”

      Arthur bent his head over the board, taking the ruler and pencil and beginning to sketch out what he knew. He’d obviously seen floor plans before. He had a sense of the proportions necessary without having to begin again and again. It meant she could watch him, absorbed in his task, and wonder what she was going to do about him once they were done.
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          THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 30TH

        

      

    

    
      Arthur resisted the temptation to dry his hands against his uniform trousers. It would do neither his hands nor his clothing any good. He was, in fact, a tad nervous about the plans for this evening. Or rather, about all the elements they could not control.

      Reynolds had trained him to do that kind of analysis. It was, his apprentice master had argued, the most fundamental tool of an officer, to look at a situation and goal and see all the moving pieces. People compared it to chess, but Arthur had always thought chess did not involve nearly enough dimensions. The pieces moved as they did each and every time, where people might advance or retreat further than expected based on a myriad of personal reasons. Fondness, enmity, distraction.

      At the moment, Hansen was dancing ostentatiously with Melusina. She had indeed not attempted to hide her shining light under a bushel. Her dress was of a radiant blue-purple, the kind that drew the eye into a mythical twilight. The bodice must have involved several marvels of engineering, as it put her decolletage on display in a manner that was simultaneously appropriate and far too enticing.

      She stood out even more against the far more common pastels of the other younger women. He had thought about that portion of their conversation ever since Tuesday night, in all the pauses in his duties and in his solitary room tucked into a far corner of the Staff Barracks. He had never been one to incline toward a particular woman in his fantasies unless she was regularly sharing his bed. And his life had rarely permitted that, so far.

      Here, it seemed decidedly rude. More to the point, it seemed like a terrible and inappropriate distraction from the work at hand. Besides, when her part in it was done, she would disappear on the next suitable ocean liner, and he would be here, still. Dealing with Hansen and his like. As well as whatever scorpions this particular bit of work turned up.

      He had seen to his own pleasure with a practised hand, doing his best to think about other arousing enticements. It had worked in the moment, but as soon as he’d cleaned up, his thoughts had run straight back to Melusina. There had certainly been something there, besides her need for his knowledge of the Fort. The way she’d smiled. No, the way she’d sparred with him. It had been a volley, back and forth, matching each other’s interests, far better than in a dance. It had meant something; it had weight to it, it might change the world.

      She took that seriously. For all she teased, for all she laughed freely, she had something very akin to his sense of duty. The sort of duty that thought about the moment, the next action, the next score of choices. But that also thought about the implications down the road, the vast web of potential that was created each time they decided on a particular path. Most people he’d met couldn’t see it that way, and yet he thought she did. She could laugh at a teasing moment, and yet keep their greater goals firmly in mind. She had a steadfastness he admired and had long since set as a goal for himself.

      He was, at least, certain that he was as prepared as he could be. He had been noted as setting up a kalajuggah of his own this afternoon, in an alcove near the best hallway to get them to the Viceroy’s private office. Michaelton knew of their plan, and had agreed to be somewhere he could give others pause, if needed.

      There were, of course, multiple approaches and multiple exits from the Viceroy’s office. No one wanted the man of the moment to get pinned into his rooms. Flexibility of movement had won out over more secure defences. Especially since that flexibility also permitted his excellency to more quickly dodge petitioners he did not wish to outright deny just yet.

      Melusina’s dance with Hansen ended, and that was his cue to lurk somewhere visibly. She would permit Hansen to get her a glass of something to drink, then retire to do whatever it was women did in powder rooms. That would give him cover to escort her to their alcove, and thence on to their plans for the evening.

      Hansen played his part obligingly well. The man was predictable, which was a virtue at the moment, but Arthur suspected it was going to get him injured or killed if he ever saw combat. At least in this age of warfare. He looked pained when Melusina excused herself, asking for another dance. Arthur could see her smile, even from halfway across the room, and he knew enough what Hansen must be feeling.

      She swept away, her skirts billowing slightly behind her, pausing to smile and say something to several people as she crossed the ballroom. In the process, she caught his eye, and he didn’t respond other than a slight smile. Melusina knew what it meant, and anything else would have risked signalling their intentions.

      He waited for the next dance to begin, and excused himself quietly, disappearing down the hallway to the curtained alcove. Arthur was, to be fair, rather proud of it. He’d found a comfortably padded bench, potted plants that gave a bit of cover, and gauzy curtains that he’d charmed to hide even more. A sense of shadow and quiet, beyond the purely physical. One way only, of course, they’d be able to hear anyone in the corridor clearly.

      Arthur settled on the bench, and a precise three minutes later, she swept into the alcove, as if she had always known it existed just for her personal delight. She ran fingers along the line of the curtain as he stood. “A pity not to enjoy it.” Her voice was breathy. She was, clearly, a woman who found delight in her work. She had been vibrant in the ballroom, but now she was something far more intense. A swoop of brilliant ink on white paper, made by a confident brush. “Shall we? There’s no one in the hall.”

      She held out her arm, and he offered her his own. Melusina was, indeed, quite correct, and they made it to the turn of the corridor with no problems. From there, he led them both down to the next intersection, then took a left, toward the private office. The public one, of course, had the magnificent corner view, aligned to look out on the increasingly green sweep of the grounds.

      Arthur indicated the door they needed, and Melusina promptly dropped his arm, letting him first press his hand just above the doorknob, and then turn the key. He swung the door open, casting a charm immediately to ensure no one lurked inside, then gestured her in. They couldn’t risk a regular lamp or a candle, but if Michaelton had done his part...

      Arthur bent to feel on the bottom bookshelf, pulling out a sheltered lantern. Melusina was already moving to the windows, dancing through the space between the desk and shelves as easily as she’d moved with the music earlier. She was clearly precisely aware of exactly how far her bustle extended, and the sweep of her skirts.

      She considered for a moment before she moved. He could see, in the faint light of the moon, that she made the passes with her hand that would cast a shadow charm as she pulled the curtains closed. As she turned, Arthur called light to his fingers, settling the glowing ball where the wick would usually burn. He set it carefully on a side table, near the door, so that the light would illuminate the room, but not show under the door. A moment later, Melusina nodded, and cast one more charm, sweeping her hand and arm in a graceful gesture, like a sheltering presence.

      “We can speak quietly. That is the formal office?” She gestured at the door in the middle of the wall. Arthur nodded once, making sure the lantern was steady.

      “We have perhaps twenty minutes. The safe is there.” It was, to be fair, rather obvious, squatting in the middle of the other wall, with shelves full of books and records on each side.

      Melusina didn’t hesitate. Arthur thought she didn’t rush, either, which was proper. She crossed to the safe, hesitating before she moved her fingers in six - no, seven - distinct sets of patterns. Something diagnostic, he was sure. Only then did she cough and say. “If you could lend a hand?” She plucked the upper layer of fabric on the bustle, lifting it enough.

      It would be quite awkward, he must realise, to get at something under there. Of course, he stepped up to the task, shifting to continue lifting the fabric to reveal the framework of the bustle underneath. As soon as he did, it was obvious what she wanted, a small roll of fabric material. It was held in an ingenious shelf between the top arch of the bustle and the bulk of the space it created.

      Quite small, but Arthur supposed it might be rather awkward to have anything of much weight settled there. He supposed she could likely remove it herself, but getting it back in place after might take some contortions. Or risk the item toppling at the worst possible moment. He levered it out, handing it over without attempting to feel what was inside.

      Melusina promptly unrolled it, revealing a neatly sewn roll of vibrant blue silk embroidered with a series of golden bears. In shape, it was something like any craftsman might have for his tools. She drew out what were certainly lock picks, as well as several other delicate tools with a single stone at the tip, almost shaped like a paintbrush. He stepped back to give her light to work with.

      Five minutes later, the door of the safe clicked open. She pulled out a scrap of paper from her roll of cloth and a stub of pencil, scribbling in some sort of shorthand. Melusina was concentrating ferociously, a single-minded intention that would not be swayed by anything.

      Arthur spent the intervening time listening closely for any sound from the hallway or other rooms, and watching the precision and sureness of her fingers. He could, he thought, watch that for the rest of his life, and not be bored. She had explained that while the key would be useful the second time, in order to plan the enchantments properly, she needed to work the lock first. She’d very much hoped it would yield within ten minutes, but it wasn’t entirely the sort of thing one could plan on.

      That done, she began calmly putting her tools away. She slid each into its place as if she had done nothing more remarkable than lift her teacup to her mouth and sip. She then closed the safe, carefully resetting the lock to some precise location. She must, Arthur realised, have noted the original position. His excellency was indeed the sort of man who might note that particular detail.

      She was clearly about to ask him to replace the tools in her bustle when they heard a noise out beneath the window. She held her finger to her mouth, checking once to make sure neither of them had disarrayed anything, then she moved swiftly to the door and mimed extinguishing the light. He did so, and a moment later, the faint moon glow resumed, as she must have called the shadow charm back to her fingers. She pressed her ear to the door, then at his nod, opened it, allowing them both to slip out into the hallway, and then into place in the alcove.

      He tugged the curtain to allow a bit more protection, and she nodded, then held out the rolled fabric tools. “Would you?”

      This, now, was a more intimate act. She had settled on the bench, the bustle and her skirts puffing up behind her, and cocked her head. “Explanations once you’ve done that.” Now, that was teasing.

      Arthur took a breath to steady himself. In this position, he needed something to brace himself as he twisted and he did his best to do so with a hand on his own leg. As he was shifting to move the fabric with his other hand, he felt her pick up his wrist and place his hand squarely on her thigh.

      The angle was undeniably better. And she was clearly a woman who knew her own mind and what she wanted. He worked the roll of fabric back into place, then carefully nudged the silk with his hands to make sure it draped properly. She laughed softly, then murmured a word, some sort of charm. The fabric suddenly shivered under his fingers and found its proper place.

      As he leaned back slightly, to get a better view of her face, she turned to him, reaching with her fingers to almost touch his cheek. “May I?”

      He nodded, curious to see what she’d do. She let her fingers brush against his skin, pausing for a moment at the trimmed line of his moustache, before her palm cupped his cheek. “I do love a partner who - hmm. Anchors my work, rather than interferes.”

      Arthur nodded, his cheek moving slightly against her touch. “You expected something else?”

      That made her laugh, a sound that rolled through the alcove. “Oh, generally. Most men, and a fair number of women, think they know my skills better than I do.”

      There were a number of things Arthur might say to that. Protestations to the contrary, or comments on people’s short-sightedness. She had surely heard them before. Instead, he paused, taking his time. “What did you learn tonight, or is that to be saved for later?”

      “I know what I’ll need for Saturday. I will not be accepting invitations tomorrow, so I can properly prepare. I will need you to watch my back, that I am not disturbed for five minutes, perhaps ten. In any way.” Her eyes widened slightly.

      “An immersive sort of risk, then.” Arthur nodded once, decisively. “I will do as you ask, of course.” He would need to make his own preparations. “What else did you learn?”

      “It’s not a terrible choice for a safe. Not the best possible, of course, but near any safe can be picked, and I keep a few more tricks up my sleeves than most burglars.”

      “Or your skirts.” he agreed, amused.

      Her mouth quirked up. “Quite. There’s a feeling of someone else having had a go. I’d expect late at night, if they aren’t as confident of their skills. I don’t know if it’s worth setting some sort of snare for that.”

      Arthur nodded. “I’ll have a word about the options. And perhaps some sort of lure, to encourage exploration.” He’d have to talk to Michaelton about that, spreading a touch of gossip about papers of interest tomorrow, waiting for review on the Monday.

      She tapped his cheek once with her finger. “Hmmm.” Melusina was watching him now, steadily, as if she were weighing something. “What do you want, out of this?”

      It was how she said it that took his breath for a moment. He had no words, because none of the words were proper right now. He wanted her attention. To meet her standards for competence. To partner her in a myriad of ways. Perhaps, again, something like this, where it took the skills of her trained and clever fingers. He wanted to see how often he could make her laugh. Those seemed, suddenly, like the best of the challenges a man could choose. Nothing about testing himself in war or brutality or a show of force.

      Melusina must have seen something in his face, and there was a change to her shoulders. Not exactly a distance, but a consideration, evaluating him as swiftly and relentlessly as she’d explored the safe. “We will see about Saturday. And we should get back, yes? Distractions will hold only so long.”

      Of course, he could do nothing but agree. He would not press. Other men would. As they walked down the hallway, hearing the murmurs and giggles from other shadowy spaces, she made a few small comments, flirting as readily as she breathed. That was show, though, he thought. They weren’t deep; they weren’t real.

      Once back in the ballroom, he relinquished her to other officers. Wexham swung her off, into a waltz, as if she were a gleaming toy, made to spin on a jewellery box, whether she wished to or not. Arthur circled the room, to nod to Michaelton, and then to claim a glass of something for himself. He was leaning on the balustrade of the terrace, getting a bit of fresh air, when Arden came up beside him.

      “I gather you’re making progress, then?”

      Arthur half-turned to nod once. “Well enough.” He glanced off, back to the ballroom. “I hope Melusina has been a welcome guest?”

      “Oh, yes. Hortense is quite delighted to have intelligent company with such a range of new stories, things we’ve never heard about. And her comparisons between Calcutta and Bombay are delightful. Different customs, in some ways.”

      “Have you known her father at all?”

      Arden raised an eyebrow, opening his mouth, then considering his words again. “We were posted together for a good five years, not long before Melusina was born. A steady man, reliable.”

      Not the sort of man you’d have thought would produce a woman like Melusina. She seemed as wild and primal at times as the creature of the sea for whom she was presumably named. The Melusina of legend had founded a magical dynasty that had stretched down the centuries. And this one, the one he had just been touching, seemed nearly as far removed.

      “And has she said anything of her plans, after this visit?”

      “Oh, back to England, I’m sure.” Arden shrugged at that. “But it’s clear she enjoys travelling. Perhaps more trips, depending on who might host. We would be delighted to have her back, of course, but she’s like one of those migrating birds, never in the same place for too long at a time.”

      Arthur nodded at that. He was not well suited for that, in a wife, he suspected. And he certainly should not be thinking of her that way, no matter how much he was tempted. She was a moment in time. He could enjoy the challenge of her company in the moment, then let her go on to whatever else she chose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          SATURDAY, DECEMBER 2ND

        

      

    

    
      Melusina tried to keep the concentration from showing on her face. This was the difficult part of the dance. The metaphorical dance, that was. The physical dance she was doing was rather simple, all things considered, an easy waltz. Besides, her part involved following the lead of her partner. It left her mind entirely free for other activities.

      She’d had a sense, earlier that evening, of something about to spark. Melusina had caught sight of Arthur across the room several times, but never got a word with him. Either she was being aggressively courted by officers, or he had been surrounded by members of the Fishing Fleet who had suddenly noticed him.

      He was, mind, decidedly handsome in uniform. He wore it better than many of his peers, and she wasn’t exactly sure why. Some of it could be explained by tailoring magic, or cooling charms in the autumn flare of warmth. But he also wore it like it was ordinary clothing, meant to do anything he wanted. Some of the other men puffed up in their uniforms, like they were special plumage only they were permitted. She was finding Arthur’s quiet unflashy competence more and more appealing.

      Finally, as the waltz had come to the end, she got a focus on what had been nagging at her. It was just enough to see a dark-haired man in a suit, not a uniform, slipping out of the door. She dimpled at her dance partner and excused herself to go check with the Ardens.

      That at least gave her a chance to pass close enough to Arthur to signal to him, and hope he caught it. Bohort signals had their uses, and in this case wouldn’t be read as military ones. Or at least she hoped not. He nodded absently, smiling at someone near him, and she hoped he’d follow his cues. Melusina, for her part, paused once she was over by the Ardens, murmuring that she’d be back in a few minutes.

      There was a little laughter as she turned away, but the kind sort. Once Melusina was in the hall, the dancing started up again, and she could sidle towards the kalajuggah that Arthur had set up. He was there, waiting, though he was standing rather than sitting. “I saw someone cross the hall, but I couldn’t see who. No lights.” He kept his voice low and even.

      “Going to the office? I saw someone slipping out. Dark hair, ordinary sort of suit, nothing remarkable in his dress.” Melusina considered their options. “I’ll be obvious, whatever happens.”

      “We could alert Michaelton or someone else.” Arthur pointed out. “It would take a moment, but it would be - cleaner.”

      “And if he’s interfering magically, it won’t be.” Melusina frowned. “There’s that connecting door. Can you get me in there by another route?”

      Arthur laid out the geography. “The Viceroy’s formal office in the corner here.” He indicated an L shape of the hallway and walls. “His private office is here, next to it on the near side, with no access from the corridor. On the other,” He gestured in the air to the far side, “Michaelton’s office. That will be far too well warded. This assistant’s office, that’s our chance, it connects to the private office. If we go in that way, two sets of locks?”

      Melusina shrugged. “Easier than a safe. And we might want him to be in there for a few minutes, get well into it. I doubt he’s faster than I am at the safe.”

      “And we’re assuming he’s not the one with the key.” Arthur offered it carefully.

      “Blast.” Melusina repressed additional swearing. “All right. A bit of magic to keep him from coming out the door on this side, us getting into the connecting offices, and then - um.”

      “I open the connecting door, disrupt whatever is going in a way that leaves the evidence intact, and you go fetch help? Quietly removing the magical block on the door from the other side at the appropriate time?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Well, if you’re going to come out with a perfectly solid strategic plan with no warning like that.” Then she faced him. “How do you plan to stop him?”

      “Fists, most likely. Well, fists and whatever dirty fighting tricks apply.” Arthur seemed entirely at ease with the idea. “I’ve a boot knife if I need it. A bit of magic if I can get my hands on skin, to knock him out. I do have skills, though usually my fighting is at rather greater remove.”

      Melusina considered, then reached for her cleavage, or more specifically, the brooch at the base of it. She cupped her hands around it, chanting an incantation. One she’d practised a great deal, thankfully, so that she could feel the magic flowing through her, into the gemstone. Then another, then a particular pattern drawn with her finger on the surface of the gem. She then reached for his hand, dropping the pin into it. “Pin that somewhere under your jacket, where it won’t be seen.”

      “Mistress?” Arthur’s eyes went from her face to the brooch and back to her, his eyes steady but curious.

      “Three protection charms. It won’t for certain turn a blade against your skin, but if there’s any chance for it to miss, he’ll miss. You do not know what tools he has to hand.”

      Arthur bowed slightly over their hands, the way hers were still cupping his. “A most useful favour and token of your esteem, magistra.” The tight front of his uniform jacket didn’t permit him to flip it up. After a moment he pinned the brooch to the outside of one wrist, through his shirt, under the jacket sleeve, tugging it back into place with a practised wriggle.

      While he did that, she twisted, reaching for the packet of cloth under her bustle. “Let me have the picks ready for the door.”

      “May I?” She nodded, and he promptly rearranged the cloth. He brought the packet of tools out and offered his hands as a table while she selected the three she expected to need, tucking them into the front of her corset where they’d be handy.

      She brushed her own skirts into place, waiting for him to be ready. At his nod, they simultaneously checked the corridor from different directions, and when they knew it was clear, headed briskly towards the hallway with the offices.

      It looked as if no one had been through since the previous day, even though that was entirely untrue. There would have been cleaning staff, the endless sweeping and polishing took time. Arthur took up a position by one of the doors, gesturing silently, then pointing at the Viceroy’s office.

      Melusina considered. If the man behind that door was magical, he might notice the brush of her magic, holding the door closed. There were only two ways out of the room with the safe. The window, with a long drop and at least some sentries on duty, or the connecting rooms.

      She braced her feet, turning to face the private office, wanting to do this from a distance rather than up close for a handful of reasons. A seal on the full door, for one thing, but also that she would be better able to react if he tried to break hold. Melusina took a breath, letting her senses run down to the bedrock below her. This was, in one set of ways, the land of her birth, and she and the land both knew it.

      The land welcomed her, as it - she - always had. Between her heartbeats, Melusina felt the connection settle into place, like a great banner unrolling on a strong pole, curving in the wind but rooted to the ground. She let that vitality flow up into her hands, and then she sent it forward in a wave. The way she’d been trained, the visualisation here helped, but was not the essence of the work. She thought of it as a curtain, covering the entire door, top, floor, and the sides, sealing it in, before it hardened into something more like a thick layer of glass.

      It could be shattered, given enough force or cleverness - most warding could be. But oh, they’d know if it did, and that was three-quarters of the point here. Better still, she’d be able to remove it from the other side of the door, but whoever was inside would be likely baffled by it, regardless of their magical skills, unless they were one of a rather elite set of specialists. She rather thought none of the rest were anywhere near Calcutta; she knew most of them by sight.

      That done, she reached into the top of her corset, wriggling a finger until she got all three lock picks in her grasp and pulled them out. Arthur, to her amusement, looked away from what she was doing. They might need to discuss that, at some suitable later point.

      Once she had them out, it was a matter of half a minute to pick the lock. It wasn’t difficult. Honestly, someone should have a long chat with his Excellency, the Viceroy, about the state of his locks. Melusina felt, more than heard, the final satisfying click, and then eased the door open.

      Arthur glanced in, sweeping the room. There was enough light outside the window - there were torches going this evening, as part of the celebrations - that they could see the outlines of the furniture. He nodded once, satisfied, and then made a beeline for the next door, which was also locked. He turned the knob silently, then held up his hands.

      Melusina shrugged. So she would not be immediately retreating to find assistance. She hadn’t much wanted to, honestly. This was decidedly more fun. She closed the door behind her, adding a little chime that would alert them if someone came through that door. Another gesture flicked the lock closed again from this side. Arthur stepped back as she crossed to the door between the rooms, letting her work.

      She didn’t need light; she didn’t need anything other than the gifts of her fingers. That, and a faint nudge of her magic to make it a little easier to find the pins quickly and avoid fouling them. A spaciousness, she’d heard it called, breathing into the lock so everything just floated, ready to be released. She felt the slide again and reached to edge the door open.

      This was the corner office, with light coming from two windows. She could tell from the gleams on picture frames and items on the desk that it had metal throughout, here and there. Also magic, more magic than she’d expected, but most of it felt like the sort of protective warding she would find in any steadily used office.

      There was nothing particularly deft or specific here. It was more likely stones or something built into the corner bookshelves that could be quickly renewed on a regular basis with a few drops of some potion or a brush of magic. Part of her mind wandered off into the pleasant contemplation of what she’d design for this space if she had the freedom to do so. Well, freedom and a few days to work, neither of which she was likely to get.

      Arthur pivoted slowly, as if aligning himself, then gestured at the last door. This would be the tricky one. The building was solid enough they couldn’t hear anything in the adjoining room, but there was a chance the sound of the lock would alert whoever was inside. On the other hand, they couldn’t dither and take their time, either. Arthur gestured at the lock again and stepped back out of the light.

      Melusina did the same, judging that the door would open outward. They’d have control over the light for just a moment. She took a calming breath, then let her fingers work one last time, the little twists of just enough tension to ease the lock open. One of the pins almost slipped, but she got everything back into place. Then she was turning her hand, as easily as if she’d had the key.

      She twisted out of the way, glancing over her right shoulder at Arthur. He was just behind the door now, braced as if to charge forward, before he changed his position, gesturing with his hands, like a man scanning the horizon. She nodded, then cast a dimming charm over the door itself, so that no light would shine through. They’d have to risk the movement of the door, but she turned the handle gently, opening it just enough for him to get a look through a few bare inches.

      Whatever he saw was convincing, because he immediately called out, “You there! Hands up.” There was silence for an instant. Then she heard the sound of something large and solid - papers, perhaps - hitting the ground, then smaller items, like pens or some other item from the desk, skittering along the floor. Arthur was launching forward, pushing the door wide open.

      Melusina should go for Michaelton now, but she didn’t want to. More than that, something demanded she stay. She wasn’t used to working in tandem with anyone, certainly not like this in the heat of the moment. She edged into the open space in the door as Arthur plunged forward, grabbing the intruder by the collar and dragging him out into the open space nearer the window. That was an excellent strategy, there was more light.

      The other man was slighter, likely older. Not like Arthur’s shoulders, the sturdiness of his body. He was swinging, kicking, striking out in an attempt to get away. One blow caught Arthur’s chin, another in his shoulder, but Arthur just held on, both hands on the man’s shoulders, at arm’s reach. Then, suddenly, Arthur’s hands moved - no, it was a push from his foot through his hip, twisting with power and precision. He sent the man against the now open door, which thudded against the doorstop and the wall.

      A moment later, Arthur had the man’s right arm twisted up behind him, a foot bracing behind him to keep him in place. He was pinning the other hand, leaning his arm to keep the man looking toward the window. He hadn’t said a word, so if he’d called any magic, Melusina hadn’t been able to tell. He didn’t look away from the intruder, didn’t blink, but nodded once at her silently, toward the safe. She picked her way over.

      The man had set up a lantern - lit with a single candle, not a charm. That was informative. He’d been working on the lock, but hadn’t got it open yet, which was even better news. It left her to pick through the pile of papers. They looked like the sort of things that should have been locked up overnight, in a desk drawer if not the safe. Plans of some kind. There was a marked up map on the top, some sheafs of notepaper, lists. A few seemed to be supplies, others were lists of names. Men’s names, with Army ranks.

      She straightened up, leaving the papers where they were. Arthur had kept the man turned away, and she gestured. First at the door they’d come through, then circling back to drop the warding on the office itself, then two fingers running off to get help. Arthur nodded, grunting something in the invader’s ear, before he tilted his head quickly toward the door.

      Melusina took her cue, locking the two doors behind her and calling her magic back to her. It came rolling like a wave, leaving her a tad breathless. She’d put a lot into that warding, and now she felt it return. That just helped her play up the right mode when she dashed up the hallway. Michaelton - Arthur had pointed him out on Thursday - was near the entrance to the main ballroom. She managed to gather her dignity and murmur in his ear, “An intruder in His Excellency’s private office, A - Captain Gospatrick has him in custody. The man brought some papers with him, but didn’t get into the safe.”

      To his credit, Michaelton merely blinked at her, then offered, “Best you return to the Ardens, Miss. I’ll see to it.” Before she could say anything further, the man had disappeared down the hallway. Melusina went, slipping into a conversation with Hortense and several other ladies, feeling as if she’d run several races, but hopefully not looking like it. She’d shoved the lock picks far down her corset, and she could feel them tickling. That was going to be annoying for the rest of the evening.

      Nothing seemed to happen for several minutes. Nearly half an hour. Only then did she see several officers disappear from the room, one of whom came back a little later for the Viceroy himself. Melusina, for her part, did her best to pretend that nothing was wrong, that nothing interesting was happening. She danced with this captain, that major, laughed at several bad jokes, asked after sisters and mothers.

      It was late in the evening before she was swung into a place in the dance where she could see Arthur standing by the door, apparently waiting for someone. He caught her eye, bringing his right fist over his heart, and bowing, but before she could get away, he was gone again. She wondered if that shadow was a bruise coming up, or a trick of the light, and she wondered if she’d actually get to find out.

      The Ardens, at least, were sensible. Both in understanding that the proper show was needed, that keeping Melusina’s cover intact mattered, and in understanding that something - not entirely planned - had taken place. Once they were in back at the house, Melusina was trying to decide what to do, how to hide her tools from the maid.

      “Let me come up for just a moment, Melusina, dear. If you’d let the maids know we’ll be, oh, a quarter of an hour?”

      That would do nicely. Melusina nodded, as demurely as she could manage, and let Hortense go upstairs, following after. It wasn’t until they were in her rooms with the door closed that Melusina could really relax. Before she did anything else, she wriggled and squirmed until she could get the lock picks out of the bottom of the corset, then the fabric-wrapped tools from her bustle. Or rather, Hortense helped with that.

      “How clever. Are you all right, my dear? I gather there some plans made on the fly.”

      “Several.” Melusina slipped the lock picks securely back into their places, and turned to tuck her tools in the blood-locked compartment in her trunk. “There. Ready for the maid when we’ve talked. We surprised someone in the office. I don’t know who, I didn’t get a good look at him. I didn’t fix the safe, either, though I suppose this might buy some time on that. Is Arthur ...“ She hesitated. “Is he in trouble? Will he be in trouble?”

      “That, I don’t know. They certainly kept it quiet. I only knew what I was seeing because you were back with us, and I knew who was silently disappearing. We shall hope he’s able to call round tomorrow, and if not, we will see what we can find out thereafter. Were you hurt? Do you need any tending?”

      Melusina swallowed. What she wanted, honestly, was to know how Arthur was, what he’d figured out. Since she couldn’t get that—and couldn’t get a properly stiff drink, either—she grimaced. “Some cool water to wash with, and to get out of all the very proper clothing?”

      “That, at least, we can see to. Sleep in, my dear. I will let you know immediately if we hear anything, but I suspect it won’t be early tomorrow.”

      Nothing in India moved at the expected speed, no.
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          MONDAY, DECEMBER 4TH

        

      

    

    
      It was Monday before Arthur was able to extricate himself from Michaelton’s office, bar enough time for the basic personal necessities. He had arranged for a quick note to the Ardens first thing Sunday morning. He’d said he’d call or send a longer note as soon as he could, but that was all.

      The rest of Saturday evening had been a flurry of activity, mostly not involving him. He’d been sent to the barracks when it became clear they would not sort it all out that night, at about two in the morning. And he’d been told to report back promptly at nine. He’d gone short on sleep before, and he certainly would again.

      Saturday, though, he’d had a hard time falling asleep. None of the tricks he used worked, and he didn’t dare risk a charm or potion. They left him groggy in the morning half the time. His thoughts kept coming back to Melusina, and how smoothly she’d picked up her part of it. Thursday had been a help of course. They’d got a feel of each other’s work and magic there. But this had been something smooth, even easy.

      That was new. That was entirely new. Even with men he’d served with for a year, it was rare for him to feel that. Reynolds, of course, but that was expected between an apprentice and master who worked closely together for years. This, though, had joy in it. The pleasure of doing the work well.

      As it turned out, he had most of Sunday to think about it. Bar two interviews and the necessities, he spent the entire day, from nine in the morning to nine at night, sitting formally in a straight-backed chair in Michaelton’s second office. All of it formally at attention, but never asked to do anything. He was grateful, at the least, they’d permitted him the chair.

      Arthur was fairly sure he was not in trouble, at least not after he’d been dismissed on Saturday. On the other hand, they were not at all sure what to do with him. He’d heard voices, both for and against some sort of punishment, because he should have reported in. Or mentioned who he was with. Or the other officer should have spoken up.

      Michaelton knew the situation, of course, but Arthur was sure most of the others arguing didn’t. He couldn’t tell about the Viceroy, who had the sort of line in non-committal noises that Arthur intended to use as a model for his own future benefit. Always assuming, of course, that he wasn’t brought up on charges, or sent off in disgrace. Though the skill would probably also serve in civilian life, somewhere.

      Their threats wouldn’t change what he did and didn’t say. Somehow, miraculously, no one had actually spotted Melusina as his partner. He had undeniably handled a messy situation as swiftly and quietly as he could manage. If it was now politically sensitive, well, that was India for you, in a nutshell, and Her Majesty’s Army, as well.

      He’d seen the Viceroy come and stand in Michaelton’s office twice, Sunday evening, without saying anything, just looking at him. Arthur had kept looking straight ahead, by this point very bored by the painting hanging opposite. He had amused himself for an hour or two identifying the remaining landmarks in Calcutta still visible today, but there was only so long that could keep a mind occupied. Similarly, counting elephants, flags, monkeys, children, carriages, and a series of other collective nouns had begun to pale.

      Sunday evening, he had been sent off to his room again, and told to come back at eight on the Monday. It hadn’t improved his sleep, and it was too late to send a messenger to the Ardens, even if he’d had anything useful to say.

      At eight on Monday, however, he was received in Michaelton’s office, but immediately shown through to the Viceroy’s private office. Whatever chaos had been left Saturday night had been resolved, and the place looked pristine. The Viceroy was in his large leather chair behind the imposing wooden desk, and he waited while Arthur took his place in front of it, at attention.

      “You present a singular challenge, Captain Gospatrick. What are we to do with you?” It was a rhetorical question, Arthur had more sense than to answer it. Non-military men would ask, where his own chain of command would just give the order and be done with it. “I had hoped to keep you here for another year, of course. You have shown discretion and competence in the tasks I have seconded you for. But the balance of alliances among the various parties here is threadbare, and so, regretfully, we must cut orders sending you back to England. You are relieved from your duties, and should pack for the next ship back, which leaves Wednesday at two.”

      That gave him precious little time to wrap things up here. “Your Excellency.” All Arthur could do was nod in acknowledgement.

      “We’ll send along one of the senior servants to help you see to your packing, and to send on anything that needs additional time, of course. And if you have any letters to contacts here you wish to send, those may certainly go out. But keep away from the officer’s mess and all that until you leave. And the stables. Meals brought to your rooms, by preference, or otherwise private.”

      “Your Excellency, of course.” Arthur cleared his throat, carefully. “May I ask about what your report will say related to future duties?”

      That got a slight smile. “Official praise, no reprimand, simply making it clear that you would serve better in some other location. It’s possible they might send you back to Bombay, or Delhi, or somewhere south, who knows. Privately, I will be sending several notes making it clear I regret the need to assign you somewhere else. And speaking well of your sense and ability to judge what a situation needs within the limits of your orders. You might cut close to the mark at times, as you did Saturday, but you come down on the proper side of the line. You spared us all a great deal more difficulty.”

      “Your Excellency.” Odd, how the same two words could have such different meaning, said three times. Arthur made a slight bow. “I appreciate your frankness. And your compliments, of course.”

      “Go on, then, you have things to see to. Call by at ...” The Viceroy glanced behind Arthur’s shoulder, where Michaelton stood..

      “Half-ten on Wednesday, sir.”

      “Half-ten on Wednesday it is. I’ll have some materials you might wish to study up on during your journey. And you can give Michaelton whatever notes you wish to have couriered then.”

      Arthur nodded, and a minute or two later he had been deposited in the hallway. It was still early enough in the day that he could get out of the building without coming across too many others. Quite intentionally, he was sure, on the timing. It was far too early to call on the Ardens. He sent them a messenger saying he’d call by at eleven. That done, he took a carriage over to the Botanic Gardens for one last visit.

      At eleven, he was let into the Ardens’ parlour by one of the staff, and he nodded politely, offering a word or three of thanks in Hindi. Melusina stood as soon as he came in, coming to him rather than waiting as politeness suggested. She reached for a moment, as if to touch his cheek, then pulled back. “Are you all right? I was worried.”

      He hesitated for only a second, before reaching for her hand, and kissing the air above it, making a show of it with a little formal bow. “I am delighted to be so high in your esteem.”

      When he looked up, her face was uncertain for just a second, then she must have caught his expression, as swiftly as he was searching for hers, and she laughed. Not the sort of nervous titter of many young women. This was full blown and earnest. “Exceedingly high.” She took a step back, offering a slightly curtsy. “It is not every gentleman who lets the lady join in the dance.”

      Arthur felt himself grinning, the kind of grin he couldn’t repress, but manners and good breeding meant he felt he needed to look. Surely there was someone else here.

      In fact, no. “The Ardens are out on a call. They pointed out that they are certainly not my keepers. We are at home.”

      Arthur hesitated for only a second. “In that case, may I be so bold as to kiss you?”

      Bold was not the word on either of their parts. Instead of answering in words, she took a step closer to him, tilting her head. He was not foolish enough to ask again. She had made herself entirely clear. One of his hands dared to rest on her waist, at the curve of the bustle, as he leaned in to kiss her.

      Melusina had some experience at this. She knew how to angle her head, she was certainly not passive about any of it, responding to his exploration with matching delight. He found himself breathless, all his blood rushing away from his thoughts and to other, suddenly much more urgent desires.

      When he finally pulled back, Arthur met her eyes. She was beaming at him, then she took his hand. “Will you come upstairs with me? Where we can have privacy?”

      Arthur blinked. “Wait. Are you?”

      “The day I can’t do a good muffling charm, bar the door, and dim the windows with a flick of my fingers is the day I am no longer fit to serve with my magic.” She tugged his hand. “Will you?”

      He sucked in a breath, not able to trust himself to speak for a moment. Then he nodded, first, to give her some agreement, however he could, before finally getting out. “Yes. Yes, I will.”

      Melusina turned in a rustle of silk, tugging his hand, threading her fingers through his in a way that made her own intentions clear. She drew him along with her, up the broad stairs, down to the right, into a room on the end. Thankfully, the room seemed free of any staff, and as soon as they were inside, she turned to him as he closed the door. “How do we do this?”

      For a moment, all his ability to lay out a plan deserted him, flung away in the moment and the pulsing need he felt. Then he swallowed, grabbing hold of language for a little while longer. There was an image in his head, of what it would be like to press her up against the door. What it would be to feel her body soft and hot against his, to let her feel him, to know what was about to happen, what they were about to fling themselves into together. His breath caught, and she stepped forward. “That. Whatever that was.”

      “You.” The breath came out in a rush. “Up against the door, at least to start. Fewer clothes. The...” He gestured, the noun falling out of his head for a moment before he dove after it. “The bustle.”

      “Oh, my. I do love the way you think.” She turned away for a moment. “Will you help? How do you feel about a corset?”

      He swallowed hard. “Off, please. I want...” Words failed him again, no matter how he tried to marshall them into order. She turned over her shoulder, her fingers busy at the fastenings at the front of her dress. She raised one eyebrow, then smiled, as if she knew what he was thinking. About what it would be like to run his fingers over her skin, without all the social armour. He wanted to feel her flex and twist and move against him, to have all the freedom she might want.

      “Come here?” She crooked a finger. “It will go faster if you help.” Then, laughing, she added. “And you can begin your reconnaissance, yes? We can’t have you going into battle without some sense of the terrain.”

      That brought him to laughter, shockingly loud, echoing, as she turned fully to the door. He stepped closer, and she cast three charms, fast enough he couldn’t place them, but surely for sound and privacy. Then she held out her hands to him. “Here, this part of the dress. Just drape things over the chair, there.” Clearly, she would sort out matters with whoever was tending her clothes in some future world.

      He fumbled his way through half of the fastenings, her fingers moving far more nimbly. Then she was standing in her corset and underthings, then reaching to undo the bustle, shimmying her hips as it dropped down her legs. She reached out a hand, resting it on his shoulder, as if it were the most ordinary trusted thing in the world, the way she trusted her own feet. She turned away, finally, to drop it on the footstool, before she sucked in her breath. “Undo my tie, in the back? And then you are wearing entirely too many layers. Fix that, please, while I tend to the rest.”

      Arthur could only obey. He wanted nothing more than to obey. By the time he’d shed boots and jacket, down to shirt and breeches, she was wriggling out of the corset, and he could see her, all of her. It made undoing the breeches rather more challenging. Rampant was entirely the word.

      Melusina discarded the corset, and then turned back to him, giving him a long look, head to feet, then back up, lingering. “Mmm. Time for the door.” She was not entirely naked, and neither was he, but apparently she thought that offered a piquancy of something. It wasn’t that she was shy, not at all. Her chemise was of fine lawn, nearly translucent, especially with light behind her.

      Arthur could act, could see how this might play out, could see how it could become real. Not some idle fancy or fantasy, how it could be beating, living, driving. He pulled her into his arms as a dancer would. He swirled her around, in three great looping arcs, to bring her to the door, her back solidly against it, before his hand slid down to cup her hip.

      Melusina moaned, arching against him, deliberately and wantonly. He’d been with other women, of course, most men of his age and station had, but this was nothing like most of them. They’d been older, usually widows or grass widows. They’d been lonely, interested, glad for his time, and aware of their bodies.

      Melusina, though, she took joy in the chase, in the back and forth of the duel, in the learning him as thoroughly as he wanted to learn her. How to make her moan, or turn towards his touch. Perhaps, if he got this right, he would learn how to make her scream in pleasure, so there was nothing else in the world but them.

      The next minutes were all touches and kisses, nips against lips and ears, hands everywhere. Hers came up his back, under his shirt, then down to pull him tight against her, encouraging him to grind, his hips hitching in pleasure and need. He wanted desperately to be inside her, and equally desperately to have this moment last forever.

      In the end, Melusina’s wants won out. If this wasn’t just a frenzied passing moment, if they met again, if they - wonder of wonders - twined their lives together like their bodies were, he suspected they always would. Because she had the best ideas, impeccable instincts. She knew when he was on the edge of everything being too much, and her fingers brushed against him. “Do you know the charm to hold off?”

      He grunted, unable to speak while she touched, and she let her hand rise to his shoulder again. She added, her voice softer now, but firm. “You needn’t worry about a child. Not today.”

      Worry wasn’t the word, not exactly. Though it would be exceedingly awkward timing, if it were now. But he wondered what a child of hers would be like, if there would be laughing eyes, quick wits, pulsingly strong magic. What he might add to that mix, how it could come out. What it would be like to be inside her, with that as the goal. He set that aside as best he could, panting with the effort, and managed the charm that would hold back his urgent climax for a little.

      She hooked one knee up over his hip, her height just about the perfect match for his, rolling against him, until he was almost in the right place. He took a breath, hanging in the moment for just long enough, before she moved and he pressed in. His back arched, his hips drove up, filling her fast and hard. He almost drew back, at the loss of control, but then she moaned. Her fingers dug at his shoulder and in the too-short hair at the nape of his neck, with a breathy “Yes.”

      It was all frenzy and need, rolling into her, pressing her between him and the door, the door the only reason they were both still upright. Her other leg lifted, then he got both of them settled around his hips, changing the angles in a way that had them both near to shouting. It went on and on, until he felt her begin to hitch and clench around him, without him touching her directly, without more than their bodies and their very mutual need.

      Melusina’s head went back against the door, her hair tumbling down finally over one shoulder in a riot of dark waves. Her knees tightened, and she drove herself onto his cock as hard as she could, as if she were soaking up everything he had to offer. She clenched around him, hard and tight and burning hot, over and over, until she finally cried out. It was high and pure and absolutely wondrous, and then she was gasping for breath, whimpering.

      At first, it seemed like nonsense sounds, and then his brain put it together. “Please. Now.” He managed the counter-charm, just barely, before all he could do was moan and drive, three times, six. Then he was bucking up into her, holding as deep as he could, feeling all his need boil over and surge and drive through him. He held there, through the pulses and shudders, before finally burying his head against her breasts just long enough to hope his knees wouldn’t give way.

      Too soon - far too soon - he felt her lower one foot, and he slipped out of her. She made a noise, at that, something he’d never heard before, full of regret and sorrow, at something so specific. Then she was touching his cheek. “Come to bed, Arthur.”

      In an ideal world, they’d have had cold drinks waiting. They could scarcely call for them. They made do with the shade of the bed, the cool of the sheets, for however little time that might last, and giving each other the space to just be in the moment. It was only when their breath had finally eased that Melusina spoke. “Again?”

      Arthur coughed, and she added, “Both today and in the future. Please. If—”

      “They’re sending me back to England temporarily.” It came out in a rush. “I don’t know about after that. I’m leaving Wednesday. And you still...” He didn’t know how to finish that sentence.

      “I have work here to finish up. Michaelton sent a note. He’ll arrange it somehow. I could follow on the next ship in a week or two.”

      He hadn’t hoped to hear that. Then he had to swallow. It meant. She meant this wasn’t just a momentary pleasure. Perhaps, anyway.

      If she came to Albion quickly, they could have at least a few weeks. Maybe she’d decide to do something else. He knew that had to be an option. But it would take time for the Army to decide where to send him, what orders to cut, what to do with him. Probably more than a few weeks, perhaps two months. Arthur let out a long sigh, finally letting himself relax a little. To have hope for a particular future. Just maybe.

      “In Albion, then. When we can. I can send notes to your club?”

      “That will do very well. Bourne’s or the Bear’s Cave. Take your pick.” Melusina twisted on her side. “Another round, when you are recovered? And perhaps tomorrow? If you don’t have things you need to be doing all day?”

      Arthur shook his head. He wanted those things, very much. He was already beginning to rise to attention again. “I will arrange matters so we have time.” It would mean getting up quite early, but he could do that.

      “Grand.” Her finger ran down his chest. “Fewer clothes, this time. And I’ll charm the bed cooler.” Her tone had shifted now, into something that was considering all her options, and all her pleasures, and how they might best be combined. Arthur could think of nothing better.
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      Melusina took one last look around the flat she’d taken for the next month or two. It had taken no time at all - a day and a half - to unpack her trunks with the help of the household maid. She travelled enough to have the little touches that made a place feel like home that came out first thing, the pictures and ornaments that were easy to pack up for the next trip and made a difference to her sense of the space in the moment.

      The mews flat suited her purposes beautifully. The address was entirely acceptable to her aunts - excellent people nearby, of course. It was reasonably convenient for the Ministry and Club Row. The sitting room got plenty of light, the bathing room had exactly the sort of decadently proportioned tub she preferred, and the bed was comfortably sized and padded.

      But the real charms in her eyes were two-fold. First, it had its own entrance, from the cobbled street between the larger houses of the district. But second, and just as good, the owner was in absentia, at her country house in Yorkshire for the winter season. It was just the one housemaid to keep an eye on things and work through the deep cleaning. She was glad to do for Melusina’s cooking and cleaning, but she slept upstairs in the main house, a much grander structure fronting on the fashionable street.

      Privacy was above pearls, really. And it wasn’t as if she needed much space. If she needed a workroom, she had half a dozen places she could get the use of one. The same if she wanted to throw a larger party, of course. But it would do well for more intimate entertaining, or so she very much hoped.

      Today, Melusina had laid things out with the same exacting standards she applied to her work and to her magic. The tea gown she wore was one of her favourites, a deep red that contrasted beautifully with the cream gown beneath it. All of it was voluminously easy to move in, and modest enough for a gentleman caller by Melusina’s standards. Not by the standards of her aunts, of course, but they weren’t here. And if Arthur were willing, well, there would be less clothing to get out of this time.

      Melusina was just glancing around the room one more time when she heard the chime of the bell. He was precisely punctual, as she had expected, arriving at half-four. She took a breath, letting it out slowly, then descended the stairs to the arched door, opening it.

      The man before her looked the same and different than he had, nearly two months ago. He’d had decidedly more sleep than that last Tuesday, but the same trim appearance overall, his moustache tidy. She appreciated that. He was not, curiously, in uniform, but in a grey suit with a Boar House tie rather than any regimental one. Not that she’d have been able to read the regimental one correctly, she could only do about a dozen without asking. The whole ensemble made him look remarkably sedate. But then he smiled at her. Not sedate at all, though perhaps more than a little nervous.

      “Come in, come in, please.” Melusina wanted to reach out and touch him, but she suddenly wasn’t sure if he’d welcome that. What he’d welcome. They were on different land, now, that was home and not-home and full of roots and expectations, in a way India hadn’t been. “Up the stairs?”

      Arthur glanced at the stairs, arching an eyebrow. “Before that, how - um. Attentive to propriety should I be?”

      “Now that you are in the flat? Only as much as you and I find enjoyable. We’re quite private. I’ve already tended to the windows - we can see out, plenty of light, but no one can see in. I hate it even when I’m on my own, thinking people are judging.” She took a step or two up, the gown sweeping behind her. “No one else in the flat. Is that all right?”

      “Your note was, shall we say, not as informative about the terrain as I’d been hoping.” Arthur nodded. “Upstairs it is.” He didn’t seem unhappy about it, just that quiet amusement, like he was letting her in on a secret about how he felt.

      Once they were upstairs, she gestured. “I have a few things for food, bottles of wine, all that. Nothing fussy, of course, I’m all right making a sandwich or heating soup, but not much good at actual cooking most of the time. I wander off and find something else to do and then it burns into the bottom, and there’s all sorts of fuss.”

      Arthur nodded, and he might have picked up on her own nerves, or perhaps was just quite aware of his own, because he inhaled, letting it out. “Look, I want to begin as we mean to go on, but I don’t know what you’re thinking there. Which makes it hard to make a start. Perhaps we - “ He glanced over his shoulder, apparently checking on the seating. “Sit down, and sort that out, and then whatever comes later?”

      “Yes.” It came out of her in a rush. “Yes, exactly that. Oh, gods, I thought I was going to have to stand here and make pleasant small talk about your trip back, and mine. And did you meet anyone I need to be horribly jealous of, because honestly, that seems like a lot of bother.”

      “The small talk, the jealousy, or the rehashing of a long voyage both of us have made in varying forms a number of times?” he asked. “May I sit here? The sofa?” When she nodded, he settled down on it promptly, at one end. Which meant she needed to decide whether to take the other - it was neither tiny nor lengthy.

      She could not bear a solitary chair, so she claimed the other half, letting her skirts fall into place. “The jealousy, mostly. I haven’t found myself inclined to it, previously.”

      Something in that made Arthur tilt his head, as if evaluating some unexpected angle. “And here I’ve been wondering whether you felt I was worth keeping around in your life.” He turned his palm up before she could gather an argument. “You could have your choice of men, in any country you care to grace with your presence.”

      Before she could think of a better reply, she wrinkled her nose. “But would I want them? Good grief. So many of them are boring. Or worse, they want me to be boring. Most Army men, I’ve been swearing for years I wouldn’t have an Army man, all stolid and keeping inside the rules. And you do that, I’m clear you’re quite good at what you do. Even more so, Michaelton was kind enough to tell a few tales. And Captain Forthand was kind enough to squire me around a bit, but he made it very clear he didn’t have that kind of interest. A girl in England, he said.”

      She could see Arthur calculating something, then setting it aside. “Forthand’s a good chap, what I know of him. I’m glad you had a competent escort.” Then, more directly. “I am an Army man. Is that going to be a problem?”

      Melusina did the same thing with her hand he’d done with his, turning it palm up, letting the shrug flow up to her shoulder. “What, precisely, are your plans? We talked a little about it, but I’m sure things have changed.” Before he could say anything, she added, “I hope it’s been all right, more or less, being sent back? That you’re not in disgrace, whatever the Viceroy said?”

      “Whatever the Viceroy said privately has set wheels turning, but I think rather to my advantage.” Arthur replied, reassuringly. “I was told this week that it’s unlikely I’ll have new orders cut until March at the earliest, nor leave until April. It might be the end of May, depending. I missed solstice, of course, so my parents are quite pleased I’ll likely be around for equinox. Besides, well.” Now he spread both his hands out, a gesture that encompassed her. “Whatever other ways I might find to spend my time.”

      “Do you have to, I don’t know, drill at things? Run oodles of miles every day? Climb mountains to prove you can vanquish even granite?”

      Arthur laughed at that, his head going back, letting her see his ease with it, with her. “Some, yes. Likely I’ll do a few lectures and such at Sandhurst or one of the regiments. But I’m on half-pay, and bar some appointments, my time is largely my own. It’s a part of the life, rest when you can. I need to keep my fitness up. If you ride, you’d be welcome to come with me. I won’t drag you on the running or the callisthenics.” He shrugged slightly. “You did not seem to object to their effect on me.”

      “Oh, no.” That, she could and would turn into a purr. “Your stamina is delightful, the muscles well-chiselled, and I would enjoy, as we are designing our strategy here, a great deal more opportunity to admire them.” There, she’d said it, and now she could see what shade of red he might turn at her bluntness. Women were not supposed to say these things, but it was no good avoiding the topic. Especially after the two days they’d had together in India. Not that there had been much talking. It had turned out, not about this.

      That got her another of those odd little smiles. “You could have a great many men.” He repeated it, making a point. “I will be posted around the Empire, here and there, most likely. Gaining experience. It may be a decade or more before I can claim a posting here, for the longer-term. Though doing those lectures at Sandhurst might help with that, building a reputation as an instructor.”

      “You may practise your lectures on me, if you wish.” Melusina said. “Better than a row of dolls, which is what I always imagine when I have to do that sort of thing. Which is not, thankfully, very often. I much prefer to persuade in a smaller group.”

      “It is where your charms most shine.” Arthur shifted slightly, as if wanting to reach out a hand toward her, perhaps. He still seemed rather shy, considering.

      “Well. I have the choice of my assignments. They literally cannot send me where I will not go - it’s not as if magic can’t sulk, as it’s said. I could, if we were married, or at least betrothed, angle for assignments in the same place. I wouldn’t want to be there and have to - oh, I am not at all suited to be a wife in a hill fort. Anywhere where the only things of interest is the latest gossip about who’s fallen into bed with whom. And that carries one only for a drink or so.”

      Arthur shook his head. “It would not become you, no.” Weighing something in his head, he offered, “The next posting is likely to be combat again. Not suitable for a woman, as they’d see it, though I am quite clear you’d hold your own. Mind, the circumstances wouldn’t be at all to your taste. Tents and mud and worse.”

      Again, she wrinkled her nose. “I can if I must. I mean, it’s not as if every one of my assignments is in a Viceroy’s palace. Statistically speaking, only the one so far, that’s what, a three per cent rate? Likely to plummet in the next year or five. But you’re right, not my best setting.”

      This time, Arthur reached out his hand, brushing her fingers, asking without asking. She immediately took his, and tugged slightly, until he moved closer on the sofa. “I gather one of the options is Africa. Not the cities, but you might find something of interest in Egypt, close enough I might see you from time to time. And after that, I might manage a posting here for a few years. Or Bombay, where you’d have family, too?”

      “Not unless I’m doing the proper thing with a family of my own. The pressure’s rather ghastly, honestly, even though Papa knows I’ve my own skills. But he’s very much a stickler for no scandal.”

      “So, not unless we come to be married.” Arthur paused, as if that had gone somewhere he hadn’t expected. “I do not wish to press you, to rush into a decision. But my mother would also like me to marry, and it is, well, people will judge. It would make your work harder, and mine, to have a certain reputation.”

      “Quite.” It was a relief to know he knew what that meant, that he didn’t have to be instructed from first principles. “One of the men who took a liking to me thought the idea of him minding his tongue was too much to ask. I am...” She was lusty, she was single-minded, she was likely horribly difficult to live with. But she would not hide those things when at home, in private, for all she had to put on a different sort of mental dress to go out in public.

      Arthur nodded. “So, then. We take the time we can now until I’m posted elsewhere. As I know more, I’ll tell you, and you can decide if you’d like to take assignments that might let us see each other before my next long leave. I’d - I’d understand if you didn’t want to wait, or fuss. If this was...”

      If this was two or three months of romps in bed, and going their own ways, perhaps only to see each other across the street or at some large ball. She didn’t want that. She didn’t know how to explain it, though. Melusina looked up, to try and meet Arthur’s eyes, to find he was looking at her. There was a depth, there, of already having committed himself to that, if that was what was on offer. And she thought that would break his heart.

      She chewed on her lip, so childish, but still, somehow reassuring. Melusina squeezed his hand while she tried to put the words and the thoughts and the wanting in the proper order. “We take the time. But I am sure I will want you, over and over again, whatever time we have together, whenever we have it together, for as long as we can. I know that won’t be a quiet country life, but neither of us wants that. Just don’t you get killed fighting, you hear?” That last part came out of her in a rush and a gasp, the sort that had her shaking with it.

      Immediately, there were arms around her, as if he had cut away the space between them, and she turned into his shoulder, trying to settle herself. He didn’t tut and fuss at her, just one hand spread on her back, the other down nearer her waist. He didn’t speak for quite a long time, long enough her breath had slowed down again, and then there was his voice, rumbling near her ear. “Mistress of protective magics. I will wear whatever you make me. Learn whatever you will teach me. So that I have the best chance in all the world of coming home to you.”

      She lifted her head, blinking at him, his hand shifting to let her do so.

      “It’s a dangerous life. Not just the fighting, that’s the tip of it. Disease and bad judgement and food that’s gone bad, a horse stumbling in the road just the wrong way. Terrifyingly large cats, hippos, crocodiles. Other people’s idiocy. I will do everything I can to stay safe. We can talk about what’s sensible, what you know that might help. I do …” And here, his face cracked into a very gentle smile. “I do rather want to stay alive, for purely selfish reasons, as well.”

      It made her snort, releasing the last of that burst of tension like a cork. “Selfish, is it?”

      “You are...” His right hand came up to brush her cheek, smoothing away a bit of a tear. “You are splendid, Melusina. I can’t believe you’d give me the time of day, but clearly you will. A sensible man’s just going to soak up all of that he can - and do his best to live up to it.”

      She leaned forward to kiss his nose, just the once. It was right there, and it needed kissing. She’d never done tender, in the flings she’d had before. But if they were beginning as they meant to go on, there should be some tenderness here. As well as the laughter and the phenomenal sex and the way he let her spread her wings and do what she was made for. He didn’t pull away, just held still for it, and when she settled back to peer at him, he was smiling even more broadly.

      “All right. Do you need to be anywhere tonight? Tomorrow?”

      “Luncheon with my parents. They take advantage of me having time as well, but they also have lives of their own. If we —”He hesitated. “If we’re making a go of this, you let me know when you’re sure enough that you should meet them.”

      “Mmmm.” She considered that. “Let me talk my aunts around a little first, that I’ve met someone I’m interested in. Feed them all the proper information about your family. I’m quite sure we can find the right set for that.”

      “What will you tell them about me?” Arthur let his hand drop a little to her hip, daring a more intimate touch.

      “That you are an Army man, and you have persuaded me that you are adaptive, resourceful, and take a hint beautifully.” She could feel herself smile, more and more broadly, at what she couldn’t possibly say.

      Arthur arched an eyebrow. “And?”

      “Well, I couldn’t possibly tell them you are phenomenal in bed. Also, up against a wall, in the bath, and - well, however many other variations we get up to before I bring you up. Do you think we might add a few to the list before you need to go off to your parents tomorrow?”

      “Oh, I think so. The trip back gave me a few hopes. And ideas.”

      “Too many clothes. Entirely too many clothes. The bedroom’s through there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you as always for joining me on a trip through Forged in Combat. I've been intrigued by Arthur and Melusina since Melusina showed up, perched on the end of Roland's bed in Carry On. It was a delight to see how they fell in love, and the particular dynamic they bring.

      My thanks as always to Kiya Nicoll, my editor, and to my early readers. And to my cover designer, Augusta Scarlett, who did a lot to make sure both the uniform and the bustle suit the correct period, even in silhouette.
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        * * *

      

      Let me begin this note with comment on the time and setting. Writing about Britain's Imperial excesses is always tricky. I deliberately trod lightly on them in this book. That's not only because there's only so much history you can fit into a novella, but also because of where the focus of the plot ended up.

      That said, 1882 in India is a rather fascinating time period. Lord Ripon, as Viceroy, was more on the progressive side of things (comparatively speaking). Certainly far more so than his predecessor! He was actively working at this point on several projects to undo some of what his predecessor put in place.

      It's also an interesting point in comparison with British wars in Afghanistan, the first Boer War in South Africa, and the Mahdist War in the Sudan. It made figuring out Arthur's military career something of challenge.

      I am considering a few more books in the 1880s (mostly the later part of the decade) down the road, in Albion itself, and I'm looking forward to spending a bit more time in this period of history.

      That said, let's move chronologically through the book!
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        * * *

      

      We begin, of course, with a moustache. Facial hair - specifically a moustache - was in fact mandatory for men serving in the British Army between 1860 and 1916. It apparently came over from the French, who saw moustaches as a sign of strength and virility. They were phased out in 1916 because of the difficulty of fitting a gas mask over facial hair.

      Men in Albion are more likely to be clean shaven, both because they have somewhat better shaving resources (potions for shaving cream, magical methods of keeping blades sharp and undamaged), and because, as Melusina notes, hair can trap things if not carefully maintained.

      Arthur mentions Frederick Sleigh Roberts, also known as "Bobs" to his men. He was an extremely successful Victorian-era general, born in India to an Anglo-Irish family. By the time Arthur serves under him, he's in Afghanistan, fighting in the second Anglo-Afghan War. He's most notable for taking 10,000 troops across rough ground to relieve the siege at Kandahar.

      But that's not why I got interested in him, really. Bobs is also known for his horse. Volonel was an Arab charger, bought in 1877 when Volonel was four. Along with the human generals, the valiant horse was awarded a medal by Queen Victoria herself for service in the expedition in Kandahar. He died in 1899 at the age of 29 (quite old for a horse) in retirement in Ireland, and he has a grave in the grounds of the Royal Hospital in Kilmainham.

      George Robinson, Lord Ripon became Viceroy of India in June of 1880, as part of a tremendously long career in British politics. So long, in fact, that it began at his birth! He was born in 10 Downing Street while his father was Prime Minister F.J. Robinson.

      I got intrigued with him when I read his bio on Wikipedia while I was trying to figure out the exact time and place for this novella, and got to the part where it says "He was educated privately, attending neither school nor college." Which in my book - and worldbuilding - is a lovely time for someone to have had a magical education. Though, while various characters opine about this at points in this book, no one has an actual answer. (Well, Michaelton probably does, but he's not talking.)

      Lord Ripon served in every Liberal cabinet between 1861 and 1908 (and he died in 1909). By the time he becomes Viceroy, he's been a member of Parliament, a member of the House of Lords, Secretary of State for War, for India, and Lord President of the Council. While Viceroy, he introduced a bill (that unfortunately failed) that would have given Indians more legal rights (backed by Florence Nightingale). By 1882, he was working on repealing the Vernacular Press Act, which had been put in place by his predecessor to suppress papers in native languages due to fears of sedition. Lord Ripon was working on establishing an Indian legal system, along with a number of other acts. He had a longstanding interest in improving labour conditions, and supported Home Rule in Ireland. Altogether an interesting figure!

      At this point in history, the Viceroy's Palace is in Calcutta (now Kolkata), as it was until 1911 when the capital moved to Delhi. It sits just north of Fort William, a major fort of the period. (And now in the hands of the Indian Army, who continue to use it as the headquarters for the Eastern Command.) I have taken some liberties with the layout in generalities, because getting maps of active military bases is a touch hard.

      The government would retreat to the mountains around Shimla in the heat of the summer, then return to Calcutta when the weather cooled down in the autumn.

      Various people refer to the Fishing Fleet, the ships full of young women interested in marriage who would come out to India and other far-flung points of the Empire to find husbands among the colonial service and military men. I found Anne de Courcy's The Fishing Fleet: Husband-Hunting in the Raj very useful for this part. She leans heavily on a number of sources, and topics are grouped thematically rather than chronologically. There are lots of great tidbits in here, though.

      Arthur refers several times to bad strategy in the Boer War. Bluntly put, it's another time when the British Army underestimated the skills of the people who lived there. (I was grew up next town over from Lexington, Massachusetts, and the battle of Lexington and Concord looms large, among others.) The Boer fighters were excellent shots, used to spending the day in the saddle, and living by what they could hunt. It was very easy for them to snipe the red-coated British Army, and to be far more nimble in many situations.

      As noted later, I've put Arthur at the battle of Laing's Neck, which was a rout, killing almost a third of the troops who made the charges, as well as killing or wounding many of the senior officers. I've taken liberties with how a magical specialist might interface with non-magical military, but as Arthur said, he never had a chance to set up a number of his more magical skills. (Martial magics, as he notes, often do things like improving accuracy, providing some degree of shielding or help in difficult conditions, and so on.)

      The Darjeeling Himalayan Railroad (or Toy Train) ran between Siliguri (at the base of the Himalayas) and Darjeeling in July of 1881, at a sharp gradient. As you might guess from the name, the carriages are quite small, built on metre gauge track. You'd guess right if you thought that meant that was a narrow-gauge track, one metre apart. It's still a popular tourist attraction, and of course a significant source for tea. Besides the scenic nature, it also made travel up to Darjeeling much easier than a previously arduous climb by carriage, needing to change out the horses at regular intervals.

      Allan Octavian Hume is a fascinating figure who unfortunately does not appear in this book. I couldn't figure out how to get more than a brief mention without him taking over. (And Melusina had dibs on that kind of thing.) He was a British civil servant who more or less resigned in a slow-moving huff in 1879 after being demoted (the press claimed it was because he was too honest and too independent). He was a devoted ornithologist for many years, and in this period was writing an extensive book on the game birds of India. He's also, as noted, a Theosophist for a while, following Helena Blavatsky. (If you dive at all into esoteric and occult groups of the period, you can't miss her.)

      One running thread through the book are the tensions between the British establishment in contrast with both Indian self-rule and some of Lord Ripon's actions. This was a period where building up a network of Indian civil service judges was coming into being, and Arthur is obviously taking a lot of messages related to this.

      Diwali migrates somewhat across the Gregorian calendar, but as Melusina notes, she just missed it that year.

      Which of course made me do some maths, to figure out how old she was during the Indian Rebellion of 1857 (or as called by the British at this point, the Mutiny). I knew she was based in Bombay (across the continent, now Mumbai), which had somewhat less in the way of direct action and violence. It was quite common for women at the time to make the long trip home to give birth nearer family (though with some risks on several fronts, including quite a long separation from their husbands).

      Arsenic greens refer to the brilliant greens that came in in the mid-19th century. Of course, there's just a small problem with them; they're made with arsenic. Sensible people might avoid that near their skin.

      The Royal Military College, Sandhurst was founded in 1801, and was a military academy for training infantry and cavalry officers in the British and Indian armies. (These days, just the British army.)

      I found the concept of the kalajuggah fascinating - I learned about it thanks to the Fishing Fleet book. Of course, proper young women couldn't spend time in private with men. At the same time, a certain amount of more intimate conversation encouraged a marriage. (This was of interest to the Army officers for career reasons as well as personal ones: there's the old saying that a lieutenant may not marry, a captain can marry, and a major must marry. So at a certain point, being married often determined your promotion options.)

      The kalajuggah were a creative solution to the problem. Men would set them up in little alcoves in the building, shielding the entrance a bit with tall plants, curtains and drapes, or anything else that might reasonably conceal the people within from direct line of sight. It wasn't the done thing to disappear there for too long - the length of a single dance, for example, or a brief intermission. But it did give opportunities to get to know one's conversational partner a little better and for a touch of romance (or at least pragmatism).

      Grass widow is a term for a woman whose husband is a way for a long time, in this context. That was quite common in the more remote forts of the period, where the military might be in a number of places and not at home where their wives were.

      Finally, Arthur very accurately points out that the dangers of military life weren't just about battle. Far more injuries and deaths came about because of disease, bad food, or local wildlife dangers. (Hippos are exceedingly dangerous, for one. And then there are crocodiles, snakes, spiders, and more...)

      If you want to see more of Arthur and Melusina, they both appear as secondary characters in Carry On, which is the romance of their son Roland in 1915. And I might just have a few other things up my sleeve - keep an eye on my newsletter for the latest news.

      If you sign up for my newsletter, you’ll get another novella, Ancient Trust, which introduces a number of my other ongoing characters and events of the series that take place in the 1920s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Celia Lake

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Mysterious Charm Series

        Outcrossing

        Goblin Fruit

        Magician’s Hoard

        Wards of the Roses

        In The Cards

        On The Bias

        Seven Sisters

      

        

      
        The Mysterious Powers Series

        Forged in Combat (a prequel)

        Carry On

        The Fossil Door

        Eclipse

        Fool’s Gold

        The Hare and the Oak

        Point By Point

        Mistress of Birds

      

        

      
        Charms of Albion

        Pastiche

        Sailor’s Jewel

      

        

      
        Other stories

        Complementary

        Winter’s Charms

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Learn more about the world of Albion and future books at my website, celialake.com. Additional information linking characters, places, and timelines is available at bit.ly/celia-lake-wiki

      

        

      
        Sign up for my newsletter to be the first to hear about future books and learn about fascinating bits of research. Happy reading!
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