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      The War changed everything.

      

      Annice grew up wanting to carve jet. Born and raised in Whitby, on the Yorkshire coast, she learned from her father and grandfather, drawing beauty out of ancient stones. But now she’s on her own, there are customs against women carving jet, and the stone’s fallen out of fashion. It’s 1927. People want to forget their grief, not wear it for all to see. For all those reasons and more, Annice is at a crossroads in her life.

      

      Griffin has lived in Trellech, Albion’s magical city, all his life except for his service during the Great War. He’s loved the city nearly as long, years before he made a place for himself tending the magic of the courts as a solicitor and specialist. After the War, he came home willing to use whatever tools he needed - wheelchair, crutches, canes - to keep doing what he loved. But other people don’t think he’s still capable. Griffin’s been stuck in a professional limbo that hasn’t budged for years.

      

      When the magic and the jet of one of the courtrooms starts failing, Griffin is the one who has to figure out how to fix it. On a trip to Whitby, it becomes obvious that he needs Annice’s help to keep the inheritance court working as it should. If he can convince her to be confident in her skills - and give Trellech a try - there’s a chance for the two of them to do much more together than they could on their own.
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        * * *

      

      Facets of the Bench is about loving a place and sharing it with others, competence, and making the most of an opportunity. It features an ambulatory wheelchair user, a woman whose skills just need a little encouragement to blossom, and a city full of magic. Set in 1927, it’s a romance with a happily ever after ending.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          FEBRUARY 4TH 1927 IN TRELLECH, WALES

        

      

    

    
      Griffin wheeled himself into his office. “Mind getting the door?”

      “Never.” Antimony followed him in. She was in full formal Guard uniform, down to the cravat and perfectly shined shoes. With the skirt, because the Honourable Magister Rollings had been presiding, and he had decidedly outdated opinions about women wearing trousers. Griffin was in a suit, a formal charcoal grey, perfectly fitted, because he couldn’t afford to be sloppy about any of those details. Both of them picked their fights and put the effort in where it mattered. It was one reason he and Antimony had become allies over the past seven years.

      Griffin flicked the kettle on and checked there were leaves waiting in the pot. He’d set it up this morning, and he’d expected to get a cup long since. The morning court had run long, though, and there’d been a need for two different consults before the afternoon sessions. His lunch had been half a sandwich and a cup of tea from the court offices. Tending the kettle done, Griffin turned his wheelchair neatly, parking it out of the way against the wall. He touched the brake charm on the side of the chair.

      It left him close enough to the desk to use it for balance, taking suitably cautious steps until he was in his desk chair. The way the rest of the day had gone, he had half-wondered if his feet were going to dump him on the floor. Antimony turned away from the door to take the chair across the desk from him, and Griffin brought up the warding with a quick gesture. His wards sprang up like eager hounds, ready to do their work.

      “It’s not your imagination,” Griffin said.

      “I wanted it to be.” Antimony grimaced, then shrugged out of her jacket and loosened the top button of her blouse. After a moment’s consideration, she entirely removed the cravat, tucking it into the pocket of the jacket. “His Honour will be gone by the time we’re done. He wants to get up north.” Rollings was an avid outdoorsman, it was Friday, quod erat demonstrandum.

      “We both have our devotion to the truth of the thing.” Griffin said it as gently as he could, in large part because he was still grappling with the implications of what Antimony had pointed out on Wednesday as they were finishing in the inheritance court. She’d brought it up hesitantly, as if she weren’t sure if her senses were playing tricks on her.

      She hadn’t given him anything to go on, just one quiet question. Would he pay attention on Friday to how the charms were responding?

      One of the other things he appreciated about Antimony is that she didn’t avoid asking him questions. She’d put the thing to him and let him decide how to deal with it. That was more rare in his life than he wanted, especially his professional life.

      Now, he made his same bow to unbiased information. “How about we both write it down, make a copy, and pass it over?” Griffin had been making notes in his own particular shorthand all day, in between his other duties. He nudged the drawer beside him open, pulled out a couple of spare sheets of paper, and handed them over. Antimony took out a fountain pen and began translating her own notes out of her shorthand into something he could read.

      It made him chuckle, and she glanced up, grinned briefly, and went back to it. Just at about the point the kettle sang, they’d finished their notes, dotting their Is and crossing their Ts. She got up to pour the tea, to spare him fussing with it, and brought the pot back to sit on the edge of his desk. Silently, Griffin handed one sheet of paper over to her, keeping the duplicate for his own records. They’d both be starting a proper project file from this. He knew that much already.

      She passed her page over, covered both sides in tight but readable letters. Griffin scanned it, then looked up to meet her eyes. “Same things. The magic’s sluggish, but unevenly so, which is almost worse. And we had just done the reconditioning, what, last November? I’d have to check the dates.” To be fair to him, it had been just before things had got truly hectic in the first half of December. Antimony had been well into that too, so after a moment he said, “It was right before that mess with Nico Lind. I remember thinking it was good we’d done the reconditioning early. Only now I’m wondering.”

      That had been an entire bit of chaos, and not the usual run of the demands of the courts. Though in the end, the actual judicial magics had been straightforward. Lind and his co-conspirators hadn’t had the strength of magic on their own to fight the truth charms, and their attempts at evasion had only gone so far.

      “I was wondering the same thing. That it had felt good to be ahead of it, only that’s not long at all. Four months. Not even four. I think the jet’s fading. Or whatever one calls a very black gemstone when it’s no longer as much of a muchness as it used to be.”

      It made Griffin snort, despite the seriousness of the problem. “Do we think it’s just the inheritance hall?”

      “It’s a tad hard to tell without an inheritance case elsewhere. Could you fit up the main hall for one?” Antimony reached for the small notebook she carried. “We don’t have another inheritance case for a fortnight, do we?”

      “No, but they’ll want the main hall set for the investitures next month. That’s not enough time to reset between.” Griffin had a number of gifts. Thankfully keeping track of that kind of thing came easily to him. “Blast. Have you been in the other courtrooms at all, or should I ask around delicately?”

      Antimony pursed her lips. She then shifted to pour the tea, dropping a single sugar lump in his and giving it a stir before handing it over. “I think we both should. Different people will talk to us. Though we should coordinate, we don’t both want to be asking the same set.”

      “Quite.” Griffin sorted through the web of contacts in his head. “You do the Guard, obviously. In confidence, avoid anyone who might gossip for right now.”

      She snorted, agreeably. “Come on, I’ve been doing this longer than you have.” That was true. She’d earned her Captain’s rank a couple of years before he finished his apprenticeship, so he couldn’t even argue it was a technicality due to the War.

      “Do you remember when the last time we reconditioned before November was?” There were major reconditioning rites about every twenty-six years, and more minor ones.

      “1924,” Antimony said. Right, he’d missed the previous minor. Two of the senior administrators had thrown a fit about him doing the work. They had sent him on a wild goose chase for unnecessary duplicates of records in Somerset House in London, which had occupied him for three solid weeks. He’d done what they’d asked, but he’d filed it as one more mark in the tally of people being unreasonably obstructive for their own reasons.

      Somerset House had been the usual tedious need for the forearm crutches, though at least the staff there did all the tracking down of records and making copies. But London wasn’t made for easy wheelchair use, despite the number of veterans - and others - needing them. Not that Trellech was a lot better, but at least Trellech sometimes made the effort, and he knew which places were easy to manage. Magic did help at least a bit of the infrastructure.

      Silently, Antimony pulled out a list of dates from her notebook and handed it over. It went back to 1880. Roughly every seven and a quarter years, or rather at least that. It was sometimes less if there was a particularly useful transit or alignment to work with. He noted, particularly, that they’d had to do a short-term fix in 1919.

      Griffin chewed on his lips, thinking about it. “I wasn’t back here yet in 1919, but I read the notes. The theory was that reconditioning when Saturn was in Libra, in exaltation, was supposed to fix that, right?”

      “It did. For a while.” Antimony leaned forward. “I haven’t cracked out the ephemeris and all the documentation. Besides, that’s your job. But in 1919, Lockland argued that we just needed something that would hold until 1921. Only, we reconditioned again in 1924 - to take advantage of that Libra alignment one more time.” Saturn moved back and forth in the sky, and sometimes comparatively slowly.

      “And so we’ve got the next major in 1929, two years from now, but we need something to hold until then. Or rather, to make sure we can handle cases until then and that the major working will actually hold. After that, there’s a long stretch where we won’t have good alignments for any of that.” Griffin was as skilled at the particular chronological and locational magics relevant to the Halls of Justice as anyone on the planet. Also, he was exceptionally modest and generally avoided pointing that out to people unnecessarily. People kept making it relevant, however, by arguing when they didn’t know their precedent.

      “And it’s only February of 1927. 1924’s certainly should have lasted much longer. Into the new decade. Even if we’d do it again in Capricorn, because we’re not idiots.” Griffin laid it out, mostly so they both knew it had been said. They had to make the best of the chronological moments that they could, for that sort of magic. The planets did not stand on human convenience.

      “You’d think.” Antimony leaned back, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “All right. How do we go about this?”

      “We are still at you asking the Guard. Any of the ones who are thoughtful about the inheritance implications, in particular. Edgarton. Donovan. I don’t need to make you the list.” Griffin was making his own in his head, of course. “I’ll make some inquiries here, and see about the other courts. I have reason to sit in at least three of them in the next week. I’ll see what I gather from that. And who knows, it might give me another line of inquiry.”

      “I do love that you’re a solicitor first, sometimes. Figuring out how to get at the fundamental question and what’s needed to move forward. Very restful to give you your head and let you work rather than have to orchestrate it myself.” She cupped her hands around her mug. “How’s the rest of it? It’s been, what, a month since we caught up?”

      “You’ve been busy,” Griffin pointed out. There’d been her daughter’s wedding and a handful of other events. The wedding had been a larger affair, near two hundred guests, many of whom Griffin knew. He’d barely talked to Antimony all day. It might have made him a touch wistful - that wasn’t a life he knew - but he’d enjoyed himself. “Mum and Dad are enjoying retirement. If things settle down here, I was thinking of taking a week or two and visiting. Perhaps over the equinox hiatus.”

      “Is that enjoying, or enjoying complaining about not having enough to do?” Antimony said, grinning. “Not that either of us know anything about that.”

      “Oh, Dad’s still rotating through the same six arguments about why he shouldn’t have handed the department store over to anyone else. Mum keeps managing him into other projects. He’s been taking up woodwork.” Griffin gestured at the chair. “I begged a favour, asked Seth to get him started, and it’s actually turned out well. He’s finished three side tables and a set of shelves so far, so if you need any smaller furniture, let me know. I’m trying to talk him into a better drinks cabinet, with doors that aren’t annoying to manage. Something that slides.”

      “Huh. That would be handy, actually. And possibly take some of the locking charms a bit better. There’s an interesting puzzle for someone.” Then she heard a noise, and rummaged in her shoulder bag, pulling out her journal, which was chiming insistently. She flipped through a few pages of it for the current message. “Pardon. They’re shorthanded tonight, and I need to go maintain some order in the chaos.”

      “Good luck.” Griffin meant it, sincerely. “And we’ll talk in, what, a week, about what information we have.”

      “A week. Send me a note, or I’ll forget to schedule it.” With that, Antimony was up, though she remembered to shift her cup to the tray for the cleaners to get later that evening.

      Griffin opened the warding for her, leaving it that way. There was no reason he couldn’t head home, and several reasons he should. Mrs Ellis, the housekeeper he shared with the main house on the lot, would have left him something easy to stick in the oven and heat. He had several books he’d been meaning to read, and an evening on the couch sounded comfortable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          FEBRUARY 24TH IN TRELLECH

        

      

    

    
      Three weeks later, they definitely had a problem. To be precise, they had several problems, starting with half a dozen people being needlessly difficult about this meeting. It had taken the last fortnight to get everyone involved to agree it was needed, and three attempts at scheduling and rescheduling. Now they were all here, seated round one of the long tables in the most posh of the conference rooms, and Griffin was at the head.

      He’d selected the attendees carefully. It was a decidedly mixed group. Some of that was out of necessity, but some of it was a deliberate decision. They had two judges, including the Honourable Magister Rollings, both of whom heard cases regularly relating to inheritance. Both would hold their own counsel until they felt it was time to comment, but Griffin hoped they were both sensible and sensitive enough to have felt the impact on their own work by this point. Both Rollings and the Honourable Magistra Follett had decades of experience in the courts. And while both maintained a studious neutrality with Griffin himself, neither had gone out of their way to be unduly difficult.

      After a little consideration, Griffin had also made a relatively simple and also challenging decision. He’d invited his two most senior direct colleagues with the overall responsibility for the magics of justice. Christopher Gregory was the easy one to deal with. He’d come up through Dunwich, from a long line of people who had done the same. Christopher knew how to weigh information as easily as trade goods. Griffin understood how the man thought.

      Gloriana Hector, though, had been dubious about Griffin ever since he’d returned after the War. She was one of the ones who absolutely felt that no one with his sort of disability should advance further in the Courts than he had already come. He suspected she’d argue Griffin should not have his current position, either, except that he gave her no room for that.

      She’d been like that since Griffin had resumed work after his recovery and sorting out how best to use his chair and canes and crutches and magic. For the last seven years, they’d been in a civil but chilly detente about it. On the other hand, it wasn’t as if she’d be easier to deal with if she were left out of the conversation now. And she was good at her work, that was the thing, and she might well have useful insight.

      Antimony was there, of course, along with Captain Donovan. They’d hoped for Edgarton, since he wore three hats to Captain Donovan’s two. Edgarton was a magistrate, besides being a Captain in the guard and Lord of the land - or Lady, in Donovan’s case. But he’d been on a complicated case for three days that didn’t show signs of letting up. And Genevieve Donovan was definitely on Griffin’s and Antimony’s side in this.

      They had two of the more senior clerks, Willis and Henning. Mistress Henning was certainly the most formidable of them. Her reputation for precision and the proper form were known well beyond the Halls of Justice. Willis was nearly as thorough about details, but he also had a tremendous memory for precedent and timing, which seemed useful here.

      And, of necessity, they had both Nestor Aplin and Harriet Wilson, the other two potential Heirs to Trellech’s land magic. There was no avoiding that, either. Harriet was fine. They had an amiable agreement with each other. But Griffin had never got along with Aplin before the War, and that definitely hadn’t improved. Aplin was the sort - well, Rollings was too - to be all hearty outdoorsman whenever Griffin was in hearing distance. They were both skilled enough at rhetorical construction to make it clear that Griffin’s need for a chair made him less in their eyes without ever coming out and saying so.

      More fool them, but that was easier to say with conviction some days than others. Now, though, Griffin knew what he was about. More to the point, he knew how to apply his own mastery in Incantation, addressing the room with a clear “Order, please,” that cut across the murmuring. Obligingly, everyone fell silent. Griffin nodded. “Thank you all for coming and your time. I believe everyone here knows all the other parties, save perhaps for my apprentice, Charlus Edwards, who will take our notes.”

      Charlus stood briefly beside Griffin. “Copies by end of day tomorrow, as usual.” Charlus came from a notably more posh family than Griffin himself did - the forename was a certain amount of a hint there. But he’d also begun his apprenticeship by earnestly wanting to learn all he could. He was a third son, and going into the courts in some form was an entirely respectable vocation.

      He was young enough he’d not seen the War up close. But his older brothers had, and that turned out to make it easier for Griffin to get on with him. Charlus likely had another year or two of his apprenticeship to go, but he’d fully qualified as a solicitor in his own right last year before becoming Griffin’s particular apprentice. Not the fastest to do so, but solidly respectable.

      Now Griffin had to lay out the meat of it. He - and Antimony - knew it had to begin here. He briefly, but with proper attention to detail, walked people through what they’d observed, adding a number of benchmarks and necessary notations. Griffin called out specific points where everyone in the room knew there had been a bobble. It was, as they’d asked around, strongest in the inheritance court, but there were examples in every other courtroom as well. Nothing that was precisely a problem, yet, but keeping it solely in the realm of unmet potential was Griffin’s job. One of his jobs.

      Griffin didn’t stand. It would not win him any extra points here, and it wasn’t worth the energy it’d take. He was, at least, having a better day today. They’d had three days in a row of stable weather. When he was done, he waited.

      “You’re sure there isn’t some other cause? There was the weather, in the autumn, all that chat about auroral storms.” That was Master Willis.

      “A cause, possibly, for snow, which we certainly had. But nothing to affect the charms. And honestly, all our records suggest that if it were related, we’d have seen an impact sooner than five months. This appears to be a steady degradation over time, though, of course, we are working from the seasonal testing points.” Griffin shifted one of the pages in front of him. “We ran the next one early, of course. That’s in the notes in front of you.” It had meant three long days in a row, because they couldn’t begin until the courts let out for the night.

      Henning flicked through the pages to find what she wanted to reference, marked up with her personal charms for indexing. “And it’s nothing that’s been done there in the past three months. No unusual cases, in terms of the magical effects. A few that were trickier than usual on the judicial front.”

      “But the truth magics were straightforward enough. We checked around the times of the few cases that might cause a concern, but there are no notes of anything shifting when it shouldn’t.”

      “Captain Orland,” Nestor Aplin spoke up. “You believe there’s something to this?” There was an unpleasant note in his voice. Griffin wondered, not for the first time, how that sort of thinking blemished everything else Aplin did. Oh, Aplin was an excellent man with the more mechanical sorts of agreements, contract law and the forming of oaths. He was not so much concerned with the truth, the way Griffin was, as with precision properly documented.

      Everyone in the room knew this was political posturing, playing to an audience that wasn’t present, but who would hear everything about this meeting from at least six people. That would be the current tender of Trellech’s land magic, who sat at the top of the pyramid of the Halls of Justice.

      Anyone in this room - Charlus included - might request a meeting with the Lord of Trellech’s Justice, but some of them had such meetings regularly in their diaries. Lamont Morgan, the current Lord, had a weekly gathering with the senior clerks, the seniors among the magical specialists, and a selection of judges. And, on occasion, a rotation of solicitors and barristers, to get a sense of the current issues. Not that they’d be consulted about this problem, not yet.

      Griffin normally met with him every fortnight, with the others concerned with the inheritance court and cases. He knew Harriet and Nestor had the same general arrangements for their courts. Lamont had been scrupulous about not showing any one of them favouritism. He’d also been clever enough not to put the three of them in the same meetings too often, in case the raw edges sharpened into something hard to step back from.

      “I am the one who brought it to Magister Pelson’s attention.” If Aplin were using formality, Antimony could too, and obviously would. And, as they both knew, Griffin did technically rank her when it came to the tables of precedence. Griffin noted he got the title, and Aplin got the brief response. “Without telling him any specifics. He came to the same conclusions after a day’s observation, and from there we proceeded as noted.”

      “The question,” Christopher Gregory said, “Is what we do about it, isn’t it? Obviously, we can manage for the time being with some thoughtful scheduling. But that won’t do for the long-term.”

      “And we expect there to continue to be complex inheritance cases. Titles passing down far more quickly or unexpectedly, with new heirs being named. The Carillon estate, in ‘22. The probate of that one was simple enough, but sorting out the death duties was less so. There was that matter with the Hadleys in ’25. Or there’s the establishment of Lady Martin-Baddock and the complexities around Lionel Baddock’s inheritance, given his mother is still living but unlikely to recover. And that mess with the Sisleys in ’26. And we had the challenge of the Romleys.” Antimony’s voice shifted there. She’d been deeply involved and knew the surviving family well now. That last had been tragic, three brothers all killed in succession in the War, two with young wives but no children. The bulk of the estate had ended up passing down to their sister barely out of Schola.

      “We could all name a few others, if a little less complex.” Antimony held her own there. “The simple deaths, quick to resolve, those have been tended to. It’s the complex ones that draw harder on the enchantments and will be coming for years.”

      Griffin would not have put it quite like that, but everything Antimony said was true. He picked up where she stopped. “We are also looking at the fact that if we were to do significant work, we need to decide what it would look like. I have some ideas on what we might wish to consider. March 1929 or later would be optimal for a long-term solution. Between now and then, we would need to determine what that looks like, gather the materials, and make all the preparations. While also working up a temporary solution that would hold until then.”

      Gloriana fixed her eyes on Griffin. “And how much do you know about it?”

      That was the thing. He was still relatively new in his current position, holder of the Yew Chair Primus, as the Courts labelled it. All the magical specialists of the Courts could trade off expertise and duties, but the inheritance court was now his particular charge.

      The problem was that Cleon Howard had only retired last year, handing over the chair to Griffin himself. Griffin knew a lot of things, but he was still new to being Primus, and he knew it. Especially when it came to the finicky nuanced inheritance cases, where it wasn’t solely about legal precedent, but about the ways magic twined through families. So much had fallen out of Cleon’s head by the end, Griffin had to keep double checking what he thought he knew.

      However, Griffin had not spent several late nights in the library this past fortnight for no reason. “Obviously, it needs more study, and naturally a specific proposal. But from the measurements taken, the facts make clear that it is affecting the inheritance court significantly more than the others. In consultation with others with expertise, we should explore resetting the jet used in that courtroom entirely. I don’t know if there was some flaw in it, if the increased number of complex cases has worn it down, or what. It is clear from the evidence that this has been building for some time, well before my taking the Yew chair.”

      There was a chorus - or a discordance, more accurately - of mutters around the table. Griffin gave them a moment before pitching his voice to cut through the chatter. “One at a time, please. Gloriana, would you begin, then Christopher? We’ll work clockwise from there.” It conveniently put half the table before Griffin would have to say anything on his own account, and let the senior staff with the strongest history and claim go first.

      Gloriana huffed, but she couldn’t actually take any offence at that. “The expense for one thing, and the problems of having a courtroom entirely out of commission for an extended period. Obviously.” After a moment, she added, “You can’t imagine it would get approval.”

      Griffin spread his hands out. “At the moment, I would like us to entertain all ideas, no matter how unlikely. It may be that one of them will lead us to the best choice. My goal for the moment is to lay out the possible proposals for Lamont to weigh in on. Our role here is to ensure those proposals are as complete as possible, and do not neglect any relevant factor.” There would be a decision of some kind if he had to force them to the point. Ignoring the problem would not make it go away.

      Gloriana frowned, but she nodded to Christopher. “The same concerns, but I agree with Griffin that we should consider all possibilities. If we reset the jet, though, do we also need to consider the other courtrooms, given that we are seeing some related effects? And what of the impact on the seventh hall, above and beyond the scheduling constriction? Don’t we also need to consider the jet there, for example?”

      Charlus was scribbling down notes furiously in shorthand. Griffin knew he’d get everything in summary. “An excellent question,” Griffin agreed. “Harriet?” He nodded to her politely.

      In some ways, he found Harriet more difficult to deal with than Nestor. Griffin knew where he stood with Nestor. The man did not care for him, did not think him anything like an equal. He had never been directly rude, but Griffin had been able to see the ripples of Nestor’s gossip here and there, the people who kept Griffin at a distance. Despite all those mumblings, Griffin refused to know his place and concede his role as Heir.

      Harriet, on the other hand, had been entirely civil, throughout, but it had been a remarkably neutral civil. However, Harriet had shown no signs of wanting to become closer allies. She had never undermined him. She got on with her work and did it well. Griffin couldn’t argue with any of that, or with her strategy in navigating the politics, but it did make her a cypher.

      She considered for a moment. “Similar concerns as have already been raised. Also, a concern about who might lead this. We’re short-staffed as it is. We can’t spare anyone to go chasing around for an answer. And yet, if it’s not one of our own, the work won’t be done properly.” Harriet decidedly wasn’t volunteering for the work, but he hadn’t expected her to. For one thing, she had young children at home, two under seven, and she did not favour late nights at work.

      Not that Griffin necessarily did either, but he had a rather more fluid definition of work and the rest of his life than most people. He was the sort who had work-related thoughts in the bath, reliably, and there was no good way to chart that in one column or another. And there was no one at home to want time with him or complain if he came home from work for hours more reading.

      Griffin nodded at that, then said, keeping his voice just as pleasant and blessing his Incantation training for the ability to do that, “Nestor?” Exquisite politeness in all directions was the answer here. People might not like it, but they couldn’t argue with it, not without looking like fools.

      “I don’t agree it needs doing. We can manage until ‘29.” That was shortsighted, and he very much hoped both Gloriana and Christopher made note of it and passed that along as well. It was the sort of thing Lamont should hear as Lord of Trellech. But of course, he wasn’t in this meeting, Griffin hadn’t considered inviting him. First, Lamont Morgan was an exceedingly busy man - he kept up his own duties with the Courts as well as the Lord’s. But second, and more important, if he sat in on discussions like this, it put all the weight on his decisions, unbalancing the process. But he’d be asking Gloriana and Christopher for their take on the meeting. Griffin was sure of it. Likely others but absolutely them.

      Griffin just nodded. “Noted. Master Willis?” From there, it went round the table more or less predictably until it came to Mistress Henning. Griffin had kept his own comments brief, noting that he felt they needed a solution before 1929. He acknowledged that a long-term solution might take that long to arrange, citing several cases from previous centuries for precedent, though only one involved the inheritance courts directly.

      Mistress Henning took her time. She had more than enough status to make everyone wait on her, and Griffin certainly had more sense than to rush. He hadn’t been sure which way she was leaning. She had an excellent face for bets at cards, if she played. She looked around the table. “Master Pelson and Captain Orland know their work. Their documentation is up to my standards.” That got a soft chuckle from near everyone there. “I believe we should take some action. Beginning, perhaps, with investigating what options are viable, a research project, before planning actual renovations.” Then she glanced over at Christopher and Gloriana. “Perhaps we might put one to Lamont at our weekly meeting? Master Pelson, if you were to make a proposal for investigation, what would you recommend?”

      Griffin swallowed. That was cutting through several Gordian knots. Not that he hadn’t given quite a lot of thought to it. “If it is the jet that is the concern, it seems to me we need an expert on jet. That means Whitby, either going there or persuading someone there to come down to us. There are only a handful of carvers the courts have worked with previously, and I do not know their current status. I would begin there, see about some investigatory conversations, and determine what might be most usefully done to evaluate the options going forward. Ideally three or four options, so we could consider efficacy, cost, available staff, expertise, time to completion, and so on.” He might not have gone to Dunwich, but he’d lived through four expansions of his father’s store, and had picked up more than a bit of the necessary project planning in the process.

      Mistress Henning nodded approvingly. “Sensible, yes.” She then nodded at Rollings. “Your Honour?”

      He was chuckling. “I have, it seems, little left to me to say. Naturally, I would agree with that, yes. I would willingly swear that the court feels different, in ways that are less suitable for proper justice. I see a great benefit in tending that sooner than later. And as someone who also sometimes hears cases in the criminal court, there are excellent reasons to make sure the effect does not expand.” That was more support than Griffin had expected from Rollings, and he gave a slight nod of respect at it.

      Magistra Follett was nodding along, though she kept her comments far briefer. “The same in all parts as what my honourable colleague has said.”

      With that, well, the way forward seemed clear enough. Griffin paused just for a moment, not to seem too hasty. “We will have the notes from this meeting tomorrow, as stated. Mistress Henning, Master Willis, Gloriana, Christopher, would it be of help for me to put together proposals for Monday?” They met on Wednesdays, routinely, the most senior staff and a few chosen others. It would mean Griffin working through Saturday and Sunday, but he could do that.

      There were nods from all of them. “Monday by noon, then, to allow time for duplication and any questions. Any last comments before we adjourn?” There were none, and this time Griffin stood, waiting for the others to file out, talking. Antimony went with Captain Donovan. They clearly had more to discuss. When everyone was gone, Griffin sank back into the wheelchair.

      Charlus cleared his throat. “So, when should I be here on Saturday?”

      “You don’t need to.” Griffin said it automatically. This was his choice. He wouldn’t demand Charlus match him. But then he watched Charlus’s face and smiled, softening it. “I could use your help. The library, at ten. I’ll likely be there from nine.” The library was upstairs. It would mean hoping the lift behaved, or taking his time with the crutches on the stairs, but he’d just factor that in. “Sunday, possibly at my flat, depends how much of the research we get done.”

      “It’ll go faster with two.” Charlus sounded rather pleased, actually. “I’ll go see to writing up the notes. Meet you in your office before end of day.”

      Griffin nodded. Charlus went off in search of his typewriter. Griffin gave everyone else a minute to clear out of the hallways before wheeling himself back to his own office and into the ordinary and substantial pile of work waiting for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          MARCH 1ST IN WHITBY, YORKSHIRE

        

      

    

    
      Annice was making her way slowly along the beach. It had been a bad day for jet. Near everything she’d turned up had been coal - tempting at first glance and wrong at a second. Worse, the weather felt unsettled. She probably should have opened up the shop, in hopes of a customer or two. But it was March, it was chilly, and experience told her no one would buy. At least if she was looking for jet, she was doing something that might, eventually, be useful.

      So she’d made the trek - all five and a half miles - down this morning, by foot. She’d go back by the portal, as much because of the hills as the distance itself. But walking one way saved her some coin, and that mattered.

      The beach at Bay Town, what people elsewhere called Robin Hood’s Bay, had been quiet, with few people out. It was March, after all, scarcely a time even for hardy Yorkshire bathers. She’d been out for a good two hours - she had maybe another before the tide caught up with her.

      But then she caught a motion up ahead of her, a man in a billowing oilskin. The light was behind him. Then she got a better angle. “Bill.” She waved.

      He hesitated for just a second, and then she knew what was wrong. What else was wrong, to add to a long list? He gestured at one of the massive boulders, up against the cliff face, a bit out of sight. “Miss.”

      Annice picked her way over, carefully. The last thing she needed was to twist her ankle, and she made a quick gesture, averting bad luck. Or more bad luck. Not that she felt it worked, given the number of things in her life that had not been averted at all. When she was perched on the rock, she nodded. “Bill.”

      “Been meaning to come see you, Annice.” Bill Askey was well into his sixties, the generation between Grandad and Dad. Annice nodded, not wanting him to go on, but better to get this over with. “I can’t be bringing you more jet.”

      Annice did her best to keep tight composure. “There any reason I can do something about?”

      “Nah. People are talking, that’s the thing. Saying you’re the one going to be carving it, you have to be. And that’s no good, right? The custom being as it is.” Bill did not look happy to be saying this.

      She wished she could tell custom to go hang, but she couldn’t. For one thing, she’d have to convince all the remaining jet carvers in town, magical and non-magical alike, and that was a hopeless cause. And then she’d have to convince everyone who’d mention one workshop over another, not that there was all that much of that going on these days. A decade ago had been the War. A decade before that, when she’d been apprenticing, people had still bought freely.

      Now Annice nodded slowly. “Not even in private?”

      “Now, Annice. You know word will get round.” He hesitated. There might be a fragment there. “No one can stop you looking. And if I find a big piece, unusual big, I could give you first look at it. But on the regular? No.”

      It was as good an offer as she was going to get. And for the moment, she wasn’t desperately in need of more jet. Grandad had built up quite a collection, and carving that up would take her a good bit. She could do her own looking.

      “Sure.” Annice swallowed. “Ta for at least telling me.”

      “Ah, pet.” Bill looked a bit shattered. “Other people, just turning their backs, then? Hadn’t known it had got so bad.”

      “Expected it.” Annice curled her arms around herself. “Thought it’d be faster if it happened, though.”

      She’d always been a bit on the outside from the time she was born. Her mam and da spoke like educated folk. Mam had been a schoolteacher before she married, a year’s apprenticeship down south that taught her about more than Whitby. And Da had gone to Alethorpe, one of the five schools, before coming north. She’d grown up with some of Yorkshire’s burr in her voice, and some of the crispness of Da’s careful words. She was of Whitby, generations back, centuries, even. And she was different in ways that made everything impossible some days.

      Bill shrugged. “People gave you the chance. Who knows, might have met a man who’d pick it up.”

      “Like Da did.” Annice had grown up loving that story. Her mam had been the only child of her grandad and nan. She’d been whisked off her feet by Da, when he’d taken a position as a junior apothecary. He’d fallen for jet, like any sensible man might, just a hair slower than he’d fallen for Mam. “I didn’t. Not likely to now, either.”

      She might have had a chance if there’d been more men. That was the thing. She wasn’t a great beauty, the sort who turned up in songs. But she might have made the sort of wife a man would think of fondly while he was at sea, wanting to come home to. It was a realistic sort of hope. Not that she’d appeal much right now, with her hair in a braid down her back, her dress darned in a couple of places, and faded all over.

      But the thing was, there weren’t men. Not in her generation. They’d been calling it surplus women. Surplus to what, that had been Annice’s question since she heard it named. She could bloody well make her own life and do something good with it. Or she could have, if what she wanted was anything other than carving jet. Because whether there were men to do it or not, there were customs about jet carving. They had no room for her.

      She might be able to make her life, but she did not know how. And she wasn’t a respectable sort of widow. At least then she might have taken in boarders or something. Annice could see it coming. She’d keep trying, until the money ran out, and then the hope, and she’d pack up and leave Whitby and take a position somewhere. Matron in a school, she could keep house well enough and keep track of things. Maybe a secretary or clerk or something, but they probably wanted someone with better handwriting and less of her odd sort of accent. Too educated for Whitby, too Northern for a proper office.

      Bill had gone quiet. That was the thing. He might be Grandad’s age, but there wasn’t much he could do to help. There were lines of class and need and it made her head hurt. Finally, she swallowed. “See you around, I guess.” It sounded feeble - it was feeble - but it was the gesture.

      He nodded, touching his cap, and let her go. She turned to go back down the beach, away from him. She kept her walking stick handy to poke at the bunches of seaweed. Jet often washed up with them - well, jet and everything that pretended to be jet, it seemed. Sea coal and regular coal and black rocks from the cliff and who knew what else.

      Annice made it a good half mile down to the end of the beach, down where the shore dropped off into cliff and ocean, with the farms above. She hadn’t spotted anything coming south. She stood there, staring out into the ocean for a good twenty minutes, until the wind got to be too much. Some people might decide, then and there, that it would be easier and faster to just jump into the ocean and be done with it. But that was letting the world win, and more to the point, someone might see her and send the lifeboat men out after her. That wouldn’t do anyone any good.

      In the end, she turned back, keeping her eyes on the ground. This time, maybe to make things worse, she found jet. More than one piece, and more than something tiny. There was a piece a third the size of her palm, not the largest she’d seen unworked, but up there. And then along it, mostly buried under seaweed and debris, there were half a dozen smaller pieces. Each of them would make a pendant, two might make a matched set of earrings. She double checked them. After all these years, she could tell coal from jet from bitumen, the way they felt in her hands. But she always tested on a bit of porcelain. No sense hauling the wrong thing up the hill. And there was even less sense in getting her hope up.

      It was all jet, and she walked back now, pausing twice more for smaller pieces. She bought a pint at the pub, as the price of entry to the back courtyard where the portal was. Twenty minutes later, she was coming out at the portal in Whitby proper. She pulled her coat around her as she walked into the wind, and then finally up to the shop and the flat above.

      The shop was, of course, entirely quiet. Everything was still in its place. There was no reason it shouldn’t be. There was no one here to make the place feel alive. Annice certainly didn’t manage that most days. And whatever else happened, the people in town had respect. They respected Grandad and Nan. They’d leave the shop alone even if they disapproved of Annice herself. Big cities had to worry about things, vandalism or people making free. Here, all her neighbours knew her, for better and for worse.

      A few minutes later, she was staring at the keep-cold cupboard, pulling out a bit of bread and cheese. Enough to keep her going for a bit. She didn’t want to wait for the kettle, instead eating standing up at the counter before washing up the plate, then her hands. She dried them properly. Annice didn’t want her hands to slip. Then she changed into a working dress, something that wouldn’t be harmed more by dust and grime.

      She climbed the stairs to the attic workshop, lighting the charmlight over the bench, pulling on her apron, and then settling down. Annice had a half-finished piece, working with the hand tools. She’d already shaped it using the long row of cutting wheels and grindstones down the other side of the workshop, working bit by bit.

      Now she was working on a rose, shifting her tools to coax petal after petal out of the surface without chipping the jet off. Grandad had taught her the charms for it, besides the manual tools, that gave them a bit of an edge. She wasn’t feeling it, though, and after a couple of minutes, she shifted over to the hand drill and its foot pedal. She got it spinning smoothly before picking up the drill and beginning again.

      The jet worked its magic, as it nearly always did. Within a minute or two, Annice was lost in what she was doing. There was nothing else but the piece in front of her, the angle of the light, the way the petals were beginning to take a sheen and polish. More of that would come later. When she finally came to a stop, her neck and back were aching. Her hands - and face, not that she could see it - were coated with brownish-black dust, thick enough in some places to crack off as she shifted. And the light outside the attic had gone from afternoon to twilight well into night.

      Not like she had to keep to anyone else’s schedule. That was the thing. Slowly, Annice uncurled herself, putting the rose in progress in the box on the centre of the table before she did anything else. She didn’t need to drop it, maybe break it, or have to scrabble under the workbench for it. Then, just as carefully, she stood up, stepping back so she wouldn’t dislodge any of the tools if she got clumsy.

      Then, step by step, she made her way out of the workshop, dismissing the charmlight as she closed the door behind her. Washing up took forever, and left her shivering, because she hadn’t bothered to heat the water up more than the bare minimum. She couldn’t spare the magic for it and didn’t want to spend for the fuel or time it’d take to do it the other way round. She’d warm up, eventually.

      Back in the kitchen, she heated a bit of soup to go with the last heel of bread. Annice ate quickly, feeling the exhaustion overwhelm her. She could feel everything falling away as soon as she’d got into bed, unable to keep her eyes open. It’d be one of those nights, at least. Not one of the ones where she was awake for what had to be hours, staring at the ceiling in the dark.
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          MARCH 3RD IN WHITBY

        

      

    

    
      Two days later, Annice had the shop open. She’d arranged things pleasantly enough, and the light coming in through the shop windows lent a warmth to things that seemed hopeful. It had been a quiet day, but she’d expected that. It was barely into March, and the tourist trade wouldn’t pick up until May. But there were always some people there to take the sea air, at least that was consistent, even if there weren’t many of them.

      She’d had a slow trickle. A couple of the wives from down the street had stopped in to see how she was doing. That was kind, though she never knew what to say to them. Yes, she was fine. She wasn’t, but not in a way that fit into the social niceties. She accepted an invitation to tea later in the week from Mrs Watts. They were non-magical, so there were even more things Annice couldn’t explain or talk about. But the Watts were doing well enough that Annice didn’t feel like she was taking food the family needed if she said yes.

      Mrs Allen, the woman with her, she would have. They were a family with more mouths than money, and that was a hard path, no matter what sort of face she put on it. And while fishing paid well when there were fish, it was a risky trade. Not just in the fishing, though that was a big part of it, but in whether it paid much in the way of a catch.

      It gave Annice something, no matter how small, to look forward to late in the week. Then there had been a number of people going by and waving from the outside, but not coming in. That was the thing about having the shop open. Back before, a year ago, or two or five, Nan would have been the one sitting down here, chatting away. And Annice and Grandad would have been up in the attic, making pieces to sell.

      Annice couldn’t do both at once. No magic she’d ever heard of let someone be in two places, doing two different things entirely, all in the same moment. So even if she wanted to sell her carving, she’d have to make them at times no one wanted the shop. Evenings, Sundays - it helped she wasn’t religious much at all, though she made a proper show of going to church. If she didn’t, people talked.

      The door opened, and Annice looked up. No one she knew, which meant visitors, not town folk. “Good morning.” Annice kept her voice cheerful. “Come in, please. I’d be glad to show you pieces up close.”

      “Oh, we’re just visiting.” That was a younger woman, though not exactly young, maybe a bit older than Annice herself. The other two women were older, plump, and not, Annice thought, the sort to favour jet jewellery. They weren’t dressed in the latest fashions, of course, but they wore brighter colours, the ones in the fashion plates. “But the shop looked interesting.”

      “I’d be glad to tell you a bit about jet, perhaps? Even if you don’t want to buy, we are famous for it. It would be something to tell your friends later?” Annice made herself smile again. She’d done this lecture before, hundreds of times, and Nan had always been much better at it. She kept hearing her grandmother’s voice whenever she tried, the way Nan would pause, get people laughing and smiling. Sometimes those laughs had turned into a letter, later, asking to buy this thing or that, if arrangements could be made.

      She did have a slight advantage over Nan. Mam had been a schoolteacher for a little, and she’d picked up and kept the sort of elocution that people from outside Yorkshire found easier to make sense of. And she’d taught it to Annice, of course. And of course Da had it naturally, from his own people and the school he’d gone to. It set her apart in town, even though she could and did speak both ways when it was called for.

      The women hesitated, then the younger one, the daughter, nodded. “We have a few minutes, perhaps. And need a little breather before tackling the steps.”

      “Ah, you want to climb up to the abbey? That does take a bit of effort!” The hundred ninety-nine steps that led up to the now ruined abbey above were worth climbing. The view was stunning, but the hike didn’t seem the sort of thing these women were entirely used to. “Here, let me pull out a stool or two. You can sit while we talk.” A minute or two later, they were settled on broad stools. Annice had shared out cups of tea, and they were agreeably inclined to listen.

      Annice went through the talk about how they’d found jet buried as grave goods, going back thousands of years. She leaned heavily on the fact it was like amber. It had come from something that had been living, once, long ago. Mighty trees in vast forests had fallen, been buried, and a combination of time and pressure and minerals had turned the wood from wood into something far better.

      She let her love for it show. There was a chance these women would laugh at her about it. Of course, some did. But if they did, they’d be out of the store and gone a few minutes from now. When Annice made a sale, it was almost always because she’d caught someone’s imagination. Once she’d laid out the older history, she said, “Now, of course, Whitby became famous because of Queen Victoria. When her beloved Prince Albert died, she declared jet to be the court stone for mourning, and she wore it for the rest of her life. Jet - the best quality jet, we think - is found only in a stretch of perhaps seven miles along this coast. It washes up. It was mined for years, though not these days. And we take it and make something beautiful. And - well.” Her voice got a little softer. This was personal. “Heavy enough to remind us of our grief, and light enough to wear every day. I’ve thought about that more and more, the last few years.”

      There was a small silence before the oldest of the women said gently, “Lost someone dear, then?”

      “My father, in the War, my mother a year after. And then, in the last year, my grandad and my nan.” The term confused them. They were not Yorkshire folk or northerners. “My grandmother, a common term around here.” Annice gestured at the shop. “My grandad was one of the best known jet carvers. My father had a love for it. He learned it after he let his love for my mother keep him here. And now I have the pieces they worked on to find a home for.”

      It was all true, and it was also an ideal shift into the fact this was a shop. She tilted her head, not pushing at it. “I could bring out a few things for you to look at? Some of the older traditional pieces, and some of the newer?”

      That got a small round of nods. The oldest woman considered, then pulled something out of her bag. “I have a set from my grandmother.” She pronounced it precisely, definitely from somewhere well south and more posh. “One earring is missing.”

      “I’d be glad to look. Sometimes it’s possible to have a match made.” It only took Annice a minute to pull out a small table. She set it comfortably where all three women could look at it, and a cloth to set the jet on. “Here, that will let me see it to the best advantage.”

      As soon as the woman pulled a necklace out, Annice knew it wasn’t jet at all, but some sort of simulant. Not vulcanite. That would be browning by now, if it were as old as the woman had suggested. The earring, though, that was jet, or seemed likely to be. Now Annice would have to go delicately.

      “This is a lovely earring. And I could likely make a copy myself.” She added, because these women probably would find it amusing. “There’s a tradition that women carving jet is unlucky, but my da and grandad didn’t think so. Or if you’d prefer someone else, I could recommend someone reliable.”

      “Oh, you seem much nicer.” That was the youngest of the women. “You really could?”

      The oldest woman smiled benevolently. “I’ve told Alexandra they’re to come to her, or at least the single earring was. If you’d like it done here, I suppose that’s fine.”

      “Annice Matthewman,” Annice offered. “That’s my name. I can give you a card.” She wanted to press on to the business arrangement. “There’s one thing I should tell you first, though. I’m afraid this necklace, here, the centre pendant isn’t jet. I think it’s likely some sort of horn, dyed. Can I bring out a few pieces so you can compare them?”

      Annice kept her voice pleasant. The oldest woman froze for a second, and there was a moment when Annice was sure all three of them were going to be out the door. It was the youngest woman, again, who was a help. “Let us hear Miss - it is Miss? - Matthewman out, Grandmama.”

      It gave Annice a chance to explain, at least. She gave them a moment, going to pull several pendants of the same size out of the display, and then one that was of slate, not jet. “Here, sometimes it’s easiest to feel. Jet is very light comparatively. If something feels heavier than that, it’s possibly glass, or it might be vulcanite. You can do some lovely jewellery with both, but if what you want is jet, obviously, that matters.”

      “And this?” The oldest woman touched her finger to it.

      “May I?” Annice didn’t dare touch it without permission.

      The woman waved a hand. “Go ahead. We’re right here.”

      Annice picked it up carefully, considering. “It’s easier to tell with a brooch - you can’t put screws for a backing into jet, it will fracture. If you see that, it’s almost certainly horn or vulcanite. But this is an older piece, you said, ah, see here. If you look along the edge, you can see how it’s flaking a bit, and those flakes are translucent? That’s horn. It’s well made, but it’s horn.”

      Something in it intrigued them, and that got the middle woman, presumably the daughter, between grandmother and granddaughter, asking how else you could tell. After five minutes of it, she laughed in delight. “I’m going to have a grand time asking people to bring out their pieces and telling them. Is there a pamphlet or something of the kind, do you know?”

      “Not that I know of, ma’am, but I could write something up, given a couple of days. I don’t know how long you’re staying in town, but I could send it through the post.” Annice liked the thought of that, some woman in some town or city somewhere south, telling her friends about jet.

      “We’re here for four more days.” The grandmother tilted her head. “If Alexandra still wishes it, would you be able to do the earring by then?”

      “May I take a closer look?” At the woman’s nod, Annice pulled a proper jeweller’s loupe out of her pocket and used it to inspect the piece, moving over into the light coming through the window. The part that was a trick would be matching the long oval shape, but she had a couple of pieces upstairs that would likely do.

      “I’d need to do some precise measurements and see what pieces I have that would work, but I think so. I could tell you for certain in a couple of hours. Perhaps I could bring a note to your hotel?”

      “Oh, the White Horse & Griffin, just around the corner.” Alexandra beamed. “Would you? And we want to look at some of your other pieces, definitely. Perhaps we might look now and make some decisions when we come back for the earring?”

      It would make a nice bit of a sale, if Annice could manage it. She smiled - an entirely honest smile - and nodded. “Let me write up a few notes, your names and all that, and then I can bring over some more pieces for you to look at.”
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