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      Robin needs colour and freedom.

      After a series of awful decisions, Robin has spent the past two and a half years under the close supervision of his aunts on the family estate. Finally  they've decided he can go back to his work as an art and antique dealer.

      When he overhears a conversation about historical pigments, he's sure a spot of forgery is in the works. He needs to know more.

      No one sees Beatrice.

      Invisible to anyone outside her family due to an inherited curse, Beatrice has made her own good life. She handles the vault records for her banking family, tending to the details with care and attention.

      She never expected a stranger to approach her in a tea shop. He sees her, and she has no idea why or how. The more they talk, the more she's intrigued.

      And that's before the coiling magic, the sensible dragon, or Robin's explanations of how her cousin's suitor is manipulating every conversation.

      Fool's Gold is the fourth book of the Mysterious Powers series, exploring the institutions of Albion during and after the Great War. All of Celia Lake's Albion books exploring the magical community of the British Isles can be read in any order. (Though this book does directly refer to the events of Seven Sisters if you want to avoid spoilers for that book.)

      It is full of pigments and colour, the magic of banking, and a very bouncy dragon.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          WEDNESDAY, APRIL 1ST 1925 AT THE SCALI HOUSE

        

      

    

    
      “Beatrice? Are you up here?” She heard footsteps coming up the stairs, two at a time.

      “My office, uncle.” As if she’d be anywhere else this time of day. It was after lunch, and she had records to update. Though, today, she was more than a little distracted looking out the window at Portal Square. Like flowers coming out after spring rains, she could see brighter hats and frocks appearing below. She was too far away to make out the fashionable details, but as always the shift of colour drew her eye and made her wistful.

      Her uncle bustled in a moment later, not out of breath at all despite climbing two flights of stairs. Uncle Cosmo might be in his late fifties, the head of the bank and a highly respected elder of the city, but he was in excellent health. Of course, he came barrelling up and down the stairs a dozen times a day, making his wife and daughter and everyone else in the house terrified he’d take a tumble. Beatrice turned around in her chair, gesturing. “Tea, Uncle?”

      “I’ve only a minute. Meetings all day. Three things.”

      She pulled over the scrap paper she kept for notes. “Yes?” When Uncle had that tone in his voice, she wanted to take notes.

      “Will you join us next Tuesday for a discussion about the vaults?” The fact he was putting it that way meant outsiders. Would she be up for an hour or more of them ignoring she was in the room, never speaking to her or acknowledging her? Would she be up to listening intently when Uncle left the room and the guests thought themselves alone, even though they’d been told there was someone taking notes?

      The curse she’d inherited was occasionally useful, she had to admit. Surely no sensible person would walk into a banking house and assume all was as it seemed. But it always made her feel a tad grimy. More than a tad, to be honest.

      “What’s the meeting?”

      “We’re at the point of a protocol for opening those which qualify.” Her uncle leaned back against the wall.

      Beatrice ticked it off on her fingers. “First, the owner of the vault is presumed dead. Second, there has been no answer to the properly made announcement in the papers and other places. Third, there is no named heir or the will indicates a need to split the contents. I was the one taking notes the last time.”

      Uncle Cosmo at least had the grace to blush, then he waved his hand. “Will you?”

      “At two?” That was the usual time for that sort of policy discussion. She made a note. “It needs sorting. I will.”

      He kissed his fingers, the familial gesture of pleased agreement, and then went on. “Second, Perla wonders if you might do her a favour.” His one and only child, near fifteen years younger than Beatrice.

      “Someone courting, again?”

      “She’s very sorry about the last time, you know that.” Uncle Cosmo winced at the memory. Beatrice had in fact been elbowed enough to leave a bruise, and had both feet trodden upon, at an outing to watch a festival concert.

      Beatrice had rather liked Paul other than that, but he was in Switzerland at a sanitarium for a rest cure, hoping to ease damage to his lungs during the War. Apparently, that meant Perla was at least open to someone else’s interest.

      “Tea, in that cafe you both like. The lilac one, not the pink one. On Thursday?” Uncle Cosmo offered the information cautiously.

      That made her laugh. “I do like their tea very much, and they bring things out on those lovely tiered displays. Much less awkward.” Beatrice considered. “I’ll talk to her about it at supper.”

      “More than fair. Um. If a few more books would sweeten the agreement?” Uncle Cosmo had the good grace to look embarrassed about the offer, but Beatrice would never turn down books, especially when someone else paid for them.

      It was awkward and awful to be chaperone to her younger cousin, but at the moment she was the only one who could be spared regularly who was remotely suitable. Not that they needed to make a show of the chaperonage - if they had, Beatrice would be the last person asked. Rather, two heads were better than one at spotting those interested only in money, not in Perla herself.

      If one could separate Perla, the person, from Perla, only daughter of the head of the Scali Banking House, with all that implied. “I’ll talk to her about it. But yes, books, if I agree, books are always good.”

      He made another of the little gestures. The whole lot of them did that, not a language - she’d seen one of Merope’s Speakers sign before. It wasn’t near that complicated. But it added a layer of information, of intonation, beyond the words. This one was a personal gratitude, appreciation, the thing she could never get enough of. “The last one?”

      “It will mean working late tonight, but can you do the count for the deep vaults tonight, and take it down tomorrow?”

      “That is a pleasure, uncle, and you know it.” Beatrice grinned. It would be a delight to get out of the house and spend some time with Emrys and George. They were, between them, delightfully uncomplicated about most things.

      Uncle Cosmo grinned and was about to say something else when the clock chimed, and he grimaced. “Must be off. See you at supper, dearest.”

      Beatrice shook her head and listened to him go. She’d have to remember to figure out why they were moving coin to the deep vault out of cycle again. If she could get an hour for the newspapers this afternoon, she could probably manage it, and amuse her several resident uncles and most of her aunts at supper by not asking.

      That, in itself, was an incentive to get back to work. She settled into it, the soothing regularity of totalling up columns and rows, making sure there were no discrepancies in their records. She wanted to know everything would be ready for the evening’s work.

      She actually rarely minded working late, as it was far more agreeable than sewing on a trousseau she’d never wear. And while she did not mind embroidery, she did not like it so much as to do it for someone else, at least not most of the time.

      Around tea time, she heard the creak of the stair and called out, “Come in?”

      “Tea, dear.” It was Aunt Lucia, who was the sort to actually think to bring tea. “Cosmo mentioned you were hard at work, though why he mentions it, I have no idea, since you generally are. But I brought the paper, too.”

      “Very kind, aunt. How are you, how are the children?” Aunt Lucia had care of the youngest children of the house, a clatter of cousins still learning their basic lessons.

      “Well, and well indeed. Ignacia has learned the trick of reading for herself, well and truly - not that this lets you out of reading to her. She would like to make clear. That’s why I came up. I thought you could use a little warning.”

      “As if I would stop.” Ignacia was her particular favourite, fierce and determined, and never going to be ignored. “Tell her I will be ready to read her the next chapter after she’s done with supper.” There was a rhythm to the day. Tea, a bit of work while the children had supper. She would read to Ignacia, then have her own later supper. And then more work or reading, or if she had to, sewing, until her own bedtime. It was a fine life.

      “Cosmo said he asked you about Perla.” Her aunt was a bit more cautious now.

      Beatrice had wondered how far he’d mentioned that. “It’s fine. Honestly. Someone needs to. I can be spared, it’s that simple. Who is it this time?”

      “A young man Perla met while her drawing class was sketching at the museum. She thought him very polite and well-mannered.” Lucia sounded a little dubious.

      “Does he know her full name, or no?” Beatrice twisted slightly to peer at her aunt.

      “She says she thinks not, just the one she gave for the class.” All those who bore the Scali name - or that of any of the three banking families in Albion - did that. Using their proper names immediately marked them out as being of a particular family, with much influence. And money. Perla would be Pearl Steading, in such a class.

      Beatrice had no need for that, for two reasons. First, she was a Scali by birth, but her father had married in, and her mother’s father before that, and so she was properly Beatrice Stafford. Second, no one outside the family ever remembered who she was anyway, or that she was there. She could fall over them, into their lap, and as soon as she got up, they’d have forgotten she existed. Often sooner. “And you?”

      Lucia shrugged slightly. “You know I am suspicious, it is proper.” Imelda, Perla’s mother, was a second wife, and while she’d settled well enough into the family, she was junior to Lucia, Cosmo’s next youngest sister. And Imelda had been pressing for Perla to marry for a year now.

      The Scali occupied a curious place in the social hierarchy. They were not aristocrats, the sort who socialised with the lords and ladies of the land. They were well-off, prosperous, but not extravagantly wealthy, like some of the newer monied families. They were cautious about intermarriage with the more stable trading families, because favouritism could destroy both businesses in a generation.

      It meant many of them married with the banking families from Italy or France or Germany or Switzerland. Or they looked outside the more notable social circles entirely. Beatrice, if she’d had a choice, might have been inclined to a scholar, but that wouldn’t do for Perla. Imelda was holding out for a showpiece of a wedding, and more invitations to follow.

      Beatrice leaned back. “Perla is quite sensible, you know that. And between the two of us, we can give you all a proper report of the young man. What else do we know about him, other than that he has been seen at the museum?”

      “Young, some War injury. Perla mentioned a slight limp, something of the kind. He was by himself, she said, looking at the exhibit, the new one, with the ink drawings.”

      “I’ll have a talk with her, aunt, of course.” Honestly, talking to Perla, about what she thought more interesting about this one than the various young men she’d been introduced to, that would be something. So far, Perla had turned down every young man they had offered her, barring Paul. She would need to marry, continue the family. That was how they did things, and Beatrice certainly couldn’t, not as things were. Someone would have to carry down the women’s magics of the family.

      If Perla didn’t, the next candidate was Ignacia - there were a mess of boys between them, in age. A fine thing for trading trips and business that wove in and out of the non-magical communities of Europe. But rather more difficult for anchoring the deep vaults, or doing the warding protections on the doors. Great-Aunt Sophia did not have so many years of it left in her.

      “You’re wool-gathering, dear. Make it profitable.” Her aunt stood, leaning to kiss her forehead. “See you at supper.”

      Beatrice laughed at that. As a family, originally, they had made their money in wool, as much as in banking. Wool-gathering was, therefore, not a bad thing, so long as it led somewhere. In her case, seeing if she could support a match for Perla, whatever way she could.

      The records, however, would wait for no woman. Or man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          THURSDAY, APRIL 2ND AT A COLOURMAN’S WORKSHOP

        

      

    

    
      Robin was bored, waiting. He was often bored these days, and also aware that boredom was a virtue he still needed to embrace. Even if he entirely resented needing to.

      His Aunts had been very clear about that. They had firmly taken him in tow after a series of errors of judgement. Not quite the way a child was, or an apprentice, but set to help one or the other of them out for two and a half years. At the equinox, at the family rituals, some combination of them had decided he could be let off his leash, at least a bit.

      He had promptly taken a flat in Trellech and pulled his furniture out of storage. Now it looked the way he preferred, all bright peacock colours, the velvet couch and the silk pillows. And the easels, of course, the way the wood was smooth and sturdy.

      He’d even found his favourite clips. But his coloured inks, well, most of them had dried up. Even the copper one he particularly loved for marginal notes in journals, the way the shade popped out. His pen nibs were in better shape, at least, they’d been in use all along. Of course, he’d also ordered himself a new wardrobe. His previous one was horribly out of date. For the past two years they had made him wear dull, tediously boring suits, write with plain black ink, and behave himself. He was long overdue for a rainbow of ink, sky blues, emerald greens and royal purples, perhaps a deep red or ruddy orange.

      It wasn’t just the colours, though that was bad enough, it was the fabrics. He’d been wearing sensible middle-weight wool and linen, rather than the mix of textures and textiles he’d preferred. There was nothing wrong with wool or linen, not exactly. But he much preferred when they mixed with the brush of a lightweight silk handkerchief, a woven brocade, or buttons to suit the colour and fabric rather than be merely practical fastenings. His fingers dipped to touch the jacket buttons, feeling the smooth cool weight of the mother of pearl. It was soothing, that weight.

      He might still have to behave himself, but he could at least have colour in his life again, and plenty of it. Which explained why, now that his flat was sorted out, he sat in the workroom of one of the best colourmen in Trellech. At the very least, he needed suitable inks for his pens, and he needed to see about building up supplies for other projects, as well. Delicately, of course.

      The appointment itself had gone quite well. Master Calfe remembered him, and was delighted at the prospect of resuming regular business. Robin had always been a good customer of paints as well as inks, and any number of other minor items that went with painting and calligraphy.

      Robin, of course, had to explain why he’d been absent. “Escorting a spinster aunt around parts of the Continent. So tedious, of course, but the art was wonderful. I made quite a few connections in Florence, and in Rome.” It was an easy social lie. He’d learned how to tell those long ago, and the skill had been useful over and over again. So much of his travel, his flitting from project to project, worked better when people didn’t ask awkward questions. And of course, he had dozens of ageless stories to draw on, the little human interactions at museum or gallery that had barely changed since he was a child.

      They began with the pigments. Robin wanted to get his hand in the work again. He intended to begin with copies. Any desire to paint for himself had been broken, between the War and his Aunts. To make art, proper art, you had to have a vision or something to share. He didn’t think he did anymore. Every time he’d wanted anything, it had got him further into a mess.

      He supposed his Aunts meant well. Certainly, he’d gotten himself in a tremendous mess in Oxfordshire, the kind that could have been the end of things, not just for him, but for a great many more people.

      Whenever he tried to think about that, however, his mind shied away. His Aunts approved of a wide-flying mind, the sort that took in everything like a hawk soaring through a meadow. His mind was not like that. His desires were not like that. They were unruly,  a sprawl of mint or ivy stretching out and curling around everything. He could not pick a direction, and every vision or aspiration he’d had before had turned into mist.

      After the events at Thebes, in Oxfordshire, his Aunts had yanked him back to the family estate and treated him like a child. Of course, he hadn’t enjoyed being scolded or being so limited, but he’d earned it, and he knew it. What he’d objected to, what he’d tried to explain, was the rest of it. The way their assumptions, their expectations, the very way they did things destroyed something in him. It felt like putting a painting out in the sun and the rain until all the paint flaked off into dust, leaving only a faint ghost behind.

      And yet, he couldn’t not paint. Painting, colour, art had all threaded through his life from his earliest memories of artist’s garrets in Paris with his mother and then gilded museum receptions as he got older. And everything in between, the smell of the oil and turpentine. Most of all, he longed for the richness of the colours, the way they felt being mixed up, the weight of the paint on a brush. Copies it was, then.

      Once they’d sorted out the pigments he wanted, Master Calfe had a few new ink samples for him to try, which was a particular treat. He’d dipped his usual daily pen, a Gryphon, the barrel made of horn and carefully inked with brilliant greens and golds that evoked stained glass. Master Calfe had brought out one of his new treasures, a Gold Starry pen, made in France, of the newer celluloid material.

      Robin had read about them, but never been able to hold one. The barrel had an unusual feel to it, not like the hard black rubber that was commonly used in the non-magical community. The celluloid had almost a dampness. That was the wrong word, but it was the closest he could get. Not slick or slippery, but fluid, a hint of softness.

      The pen had fit nicely in his hand, though, and the nib wrote well, and Robin made a note about getting one. He could never have too many pens, especially if they came in unusual bright colours that nearly glowed when the light hit them.

      After they’d tested the inks, Calfe left him in a chair near the door to the office. It would take a little time to pack things up properly. Or get one of the assistants to. Robin settled in to wait amiably. No reason to make enemies here. As he sat, though, he became aware of two people talking in the office itself. People often waited there for their appointment. He glanced up and spotted a crack in the window over the door, which might explain it. He’d have to remember to be careful what he said in the office in the future.

      “What do we still need, then?” That was a woman’s voice

      “I have the list.” A man. The woman sounded about Robin’s age, the man a bit younger, but it was hard to tell, the sound was a little muffled. “And what we need to avoid. Titanium white.”

      “I still think it’s a safe enough risk.” The woman’s voice got an edge to it. “Come on, Harry.”

      “It’s easy to get now, but that’s quite new, I keep telling you. Last five years. No, we’ll be doing this with lead white.”

      “Ugh. I hate working with it. Not just the limits on getting it, but the shading.” It was a woman after his own heart, even though someone needing to work in lead white suggested they were not quite above board. Widely used until the middle of the last century, it was now highly restricted. With good reason, as it could be dangerous to work with. Lead poisoning was not a pleasant way to die.

      Of course, Robin principally knew that because he’d been working on some restorations that needed it. Or so the public story went. Mind, it was a very narrow bridge from restoration to forgery. Not that he would do that. Now, anyway.

      His Aunts would be sure to find out, and then where would he be? Nowhere he wanted to end up, certainly. They had given him a second chance, they would not give him a third, short of a miracle. He was quite sure he’d used that up in Oxfordshire thirty-odd months ago. If he believed in reincarnation - which his line of Cousins did not, thank you - that was probably enough miracles for seven lifetimes.

      Robin did not like having to be grateful to his Aunts, nor to Cousin Vivian who had both messed up every single one of his plans and saved his life. It made for an uncomfortably itchy feeling that never went away. If Vivian and his Aunts had been any less mature, he’d have suspected some sort of closely woven charm that never would. He might have done that, if sufficiently irked, at least then. He was fairly sure none of them would stoop to it. Just one more way he was not like them and didn’t particularly want to be.

      All of this wool-gathering meant he missed several sentences, and the next thing he heard was “So, the orpiment, then…” That was the man, before he continued, evenly. “You’re all right playing the role when we’re done here? We should be in good time for Madam Thierry’s.”

      “Your loving sister, wanting the best for you, of course. I can’t imagine that she’ll object. She seemed not the brightest, from what you’ve said.”

      “Well, that was the idea, love.” The endearment was warm and made it entirely clear that this man and this woman - whoever they were - were not brother and sister. There was a purr to it, a promise of later pleasures, if this went well.

      Robin had sounded like that more than a few times. Mostly with people who were just as agreeable to the idea as he was, where it was a temporary but equal fling. That lovely young assistant at the auction house. Not one of the trained folk, just someone dealing with paperwork. She had been a grand romp. She’d been just as enthusiastic about his plan to use her access to the storerooms to make detailed sketches so he could produce a few copies.

      Not exactly forgeries. That would be vulgar. If one looked closely enough, if one knew what to look for, it would be obvious. A little hollow on the bottom hoof of the Attic horse sculpture, whose belly fit comfortably in his hand. If someone didn’t know enough to look, well, they should perhaps not be spending all that money on artwork without expert advice.

      Paintings, with a faint signature if you looked closely at the waves or the foliage. One colour that wasn’t quite right, not the right pigment, obvious to an expert but near invisible to a casual viewer. He lived for the flow of the paint against the grip of the canvas, whatever he was painting. But he also took such pride in his skill of finding the truth of a piece, how to reveal and conceal.

      That was what he lived for, if anything. Taking the raw materials, shaping them and changing them through the work of his hands. He was a far better painter than sculptor, when it came down to it, but he thought of painting a bit like clay on his brush, that it had weight and depth as well as colour.

      He thought of the canvases waiting in his flat, the way his charcoal had gone across the page last night as he did some sketches. He had no ideas of his own, but he desperately needed the feel of the paint on his brush, the weight and swirl of it. The depths of the colours, as layer went over layer. With what he was getting today, he’d be able to do some good copies. Polish his technique for bigger pieces again, rather than the small ones he’d had to keep to for the past years. They’d not given him space for more.

      If only he could figure out what he wanted to do with it, with himself, other than those copies. He hoped some idea would come in time, but he was fairly sure that was a fantasy. His sense of artistic vision had vanished when the sky over Oxfordshire had closed again, leaving him with nothing but the Aunts’ discipline and other people’s art.

      “So we’ll go meet the woman, I will charm her, and we will go from there. I’ve not placed the family, but it’s clear she’s got plenty of coin. You can always tell by the shoes.”

      “And hers were fine, mmmm.” The woman’s voice had a purring to it now. A sound of envy, and Robin knew that just as thoroughly.

      Just about at that point, Master Calfe came bustling back with a stack of small containers, all tidily wrapped up in paper and string. “Here we are. The inks are in the bottom box, the pigments in these, here and here. A bag, sir? And I will see about those other pigments you’ve an interest in. There’s an interesting new brown, another attempt to replicate mummia without the unfortunate reality. I will send around a card for the demonstration in the next fortnight or so. Here, let me get the door.”

      He opened it to reveal a man and woman waiting on the sofa in the office. They had the sort of amiable standard English features that had some similarity to each other. Dark hair, lighter eyes, comparable heights. But he would not have pegged them as siblings, certainly not full siblings. The man was handsome, quite handsome. He had the sort of sculpted features that had been slapped across every patriotic magazine praising the soldiers fighting in a valiant and bloody pointless War.

      Not that Robin had the chance. He’d been turned down flat, some mark on his file no one would explain. Not the Army chaps, not his Aunts, not anyone. It was most annoying. And it had left him without a way to tell stories about his War years. Women liked a soldier, of course. The whiff of heroism, of courage, of forging boldly ahead, whatever else. It was rare for him to find someone since who’d stayed interested after finding out he had no grand stories. Not about that.

      He’d had hopes of Danae, back in the house outside Oxford. Certainly, he’d delighted in flirting with her, seeing how she responded to him. But it had never actually come to anything in bed. He’d been too focused on his actual goal to do more than flirt. And she’d been too committed to her art.

      It wasn’t just the bowls he’d coaxed her into making for his planned ritual, but her own jewellery, curves of gleaming copper set with vibrant stones glowing with intense greens and blues that danced in their settings. He’d loved to watch her work, bending the metal or even the delicate process of applying acid to the surfaces for her etched designs. It wasn’t just the colours, though those were vivid and breathtaking, and the sheen of the copper. It was the tactile sense of it, the way they had weight, or were cool to the touch. Or, once, warmed in the sun through the window. They took up space in the world, and they danced with it, in a way Robin didn’t know how to do.

      And of course, he’d been focusing all his glamour and enchantment on getting her to make the ritual items he’d needed, rather than something more like mutual pleasure. He’d tried to do things like his family did, when it came to the greater rituals. Show and word and space and movement. And it had all crashed down to nothing. It was all fantasy and mist and nothing remotely real.

      He nodded, absently, before his silence went on too long. “A pleasure, Master Calfe. A few weeks, then, if I don’t make it to the demonstration before then?” He nodded pleasantly at the two on the sofa, and then made his way to the door, taking a moment to fuss with putting on his coat and hat.

      Master Calfe said something, excusing himself, and disappeared. Presumably to the loo or for a glass of water. Robin was trying to decide whether to linger, whether there was anything here sufficiently interesting, when he heard a, “Sir? Your glove.”

      He turned around to discover one of his leather gloves in the woman’s hand. He thought he’d put both of them firmly in his pocket, but perhaps not. The other was still there.

      Now they were both standing, he was even more sure they were not closely related. It was something in the bone structure. Nothing so obvious as the width of the shoulders or the hips. It was more about the declination of the shoulder, the subtle angles, the way arms were set on the frame.

      There were times when having stared at artist’s model after artist’s model for the better part of a decade provided an annoying voice in the back of the head about people’s bodies. He made a slight bow over the extended hand. “Thank you.” Then he looked up and decided to throw the dice and see what happened. “Pardon, I thought I knew most of the regulars here, though I’ve been away from Trellech for some time. Robin Aelfdane, at your service. Are you regulars, here, then?”

      The man coughed. “Harry Grimalfi. My sister, Emily.”

      “A pleasure.” Robin waited for a comment on his own name. People could rarely resist.

      Emily beamed at him. “You’ve quite a few packages there. Are you an artist, then, with shows in galleries? I would think I’d remember that name.”

      That was more tidily done than many. “Nothing recently, a few pieces here and there. I’ve been occupied with family business for the past few years. Too many of my paints dried up, and what happened to the pen inks beyond the few I had with me is a horror.  I’m setting up a new gallery and antiques shop. A bit of furniture, paintings, perhaps some books. You know how it goes. Of course I needed a proper range of inks for that.”

      “Oh, do you have a favourite ink?” Emily was all smiles and brightness. A rather suspicious brightness. Especially since she was cheerfully ignoring any mention of the shop which might be of interest to an artist.

      “Of Master Calfe’s? The copper and the deep purple, the one he’s named Amethyst. I just got his new Adriatic, that blue green. Have you seen it yet?”

      “Your preferred pen? I find you can tell a great deal about a man by his pen.” Emily seemed very sharp about something. Robin couldn’t tell if she meant to be flirtatious, or if that were just her ordinary mode. Harry opened his mouth, and closed it, as if she’d pinched him or trod on his toe.

      “A Gryphon, I’ve had it a decade.” They were quality pens, handmade, and expensive. But they were made by a man who knew his craft well, and the nibs were sturdy but flexible. “Master Calfe was showing me his Gold Starry. And I’ve had my eye on a Wyvern.” Not the hard black rubber, the polished wood that the firm made for the magical community.

      That led to a discussion of pen bodies, and then, of course, they had to talk about the nibs. By the time Robin looked up, the man - Harry - was looking amused but impatient. “I believe Master Calfe’s ready for us?”

      Emily said, “A pleasure to talk to someone who knows their pens. Do you have a card, perhaps? I might have something of interest to you come my way in a week or two.” He could see a flicker of reaction from Harry, as if he’d hoped Emily wouldn’t do that.

      Robin looked her up and down and then decided that handing over his card would do no harm. That was what they were there for, to strew in his path and see what came from them. He produced the card case, then bowed again as he presented it. “Of course. Irregular hours at the shop for the moment, but I hope for everything to be open by early summer.”

      That was when Master Calfe came back and escorted the two into his workroom. Robin considered, and then detoured by his flat upstairs on a side street near the centre of the city. He changed his brightly coloured coat for something more muted, and added a glamour to his hair to darken the colour. A casual glance should not give him away, especially if he parked himself in the tea shop with a newspaper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          THURSDAY, APRIL 2ND, GOING TO TEA

        

      

    

    
      Beatrice straightened her dress one more time. It felt ridiculous; it was not like anyone else would notice. Or at least, she was fairly sure, since she’d never quite wanted to test the limits of the curse too far. Who knew what might happen if she showed up wearing a nightgown, for example. Besides the fact it would probably be a tad unsettling.

      Still, she had some self-respect. If she were going to go out, she would make herself presentable. Pleasant lavender dress, a matching cloche hat, comfortable shoes. That, at least, she would take advantage of. There was no point in suffering to wear uncomfortable shoes no one but her family would see.

      Perla came out of the archway into the courtyard, looking decidedly more frothy. She was wearing a dress in a pale rose pink, with the currently fashionable drop waist that skimmed her equally fashionable body. Her hair was up in tight pinned curls and a roll at the base of her neck to create the illusion of bobbed hair under her own hat. That was a pale green, to pick up hints of the embroidery on her frock and bring out her eyes. It suited her well, all sleek and shimmering, with some sort of charm on her hair to draw attention, almost a shine.

      “Ready, cousin Bea?” Perla’s voice was as delightful as the rest of her, chiming.

      “I am. You look grand, of course. Now, what do you expect from the meeting?” They’d had some chance to talk at supper. But then Perla had been dragged away for some discussion of her next dress fittings, and Beatrice had gone back to her record-keeping. Where she’d much rather be, it wasn’t as if that was a problem.

      “It’s Horatio Gordon, and he said he’s bringing a sister. I mean, I said there’d be a chaperone nearby, but I didn’t say where.”

      “That makes it easier to have a table for four, at least.” The curse, they both knew, meant that people wouldn’t run into her, exactly. It was a more subtle invisibility than that. They’d just ignore her presence. She could eat, drink, talk, and moments later, they’d forget she was there.

      Beatrice, honestly, had mixed feelings about it. It had meant she had no hope of going to school, but she had been given excellent tutoring. She was the third person to have this curse, and the family knew how it worked now. How to work with it, at least. It honestly spared her a lot of the fuss everyone else had to go to, about finding a husband or making a name for herself.

      At the same time, there were things marriage would help. Everyone agreed Beatrice had the strength of magic for handling the deep vaults. It wasn’t just the magic, though, that made her want to do the work in the vaults; it was how she felt about them.

      She liked it down there, how it was consistently cool and pleasant. Perla certainly didn’t, and she didn’t know if Ignacia would take to it. Beatrice loved the flicker of light on the cave walls, the little thread of water running through in the back caverns. Spending time with Emrys and George, too.

      But that role had always gone to someone married, man or woman. It was better when it was a daughter of the house, someone who’d grown up being down there from childhood. The family did well when it was a woman. They had for centuries. She’d talked it through, with her aunts and uncles - mostly her aunts, especially Great-Aunt Sophia.

      They’d all wondered if a marriage in name only, to some veteran too badly off to mind much, might work. On the other hand, tempting the failure of five hundred years of critically load-bearing enchantments seemed like a horrible idea. And a marriage in name only wouldn’t help the next generation.

      If they got desperate enough, maybe she’d get her chance. Only, this was her family. She didn’t want them to be that desperate.

      They walked together along the street. “What’s the sister’s name? And what’s he like?”

      Perla flushed. “Um. Emily? Emma? Emmaline? Something like that. He calls her Em, I know it’s very informal, Bea, but that’s not a problem, is it? Oh, but he’s very handsome, and charming. Not at all pushy like some people are.”

      “Informality is not the problem, you know that. The worry is informality in the wrong place. We are certainly informal at home but that doesn’t mean we don’t keep the traditions and customs strictly, the ones that matter. Right. So he knows you as Pearl Steading. You’ll introduce me as Bella Steading, your cousin. I mean, they’ll promptly forget, but that’s fine.”

      “I do know how this works.” Perla sounded affectionately amused, slipping her arm through Beatrice’s as she spoke. “And thank you for coming out. I know it’s awkward. But we can stop at the bookshop after, Papa said he’d added more money to your account.”

      Beatrice smiled. “I’d have said yes without that, you. And you know it. But also I’d be a fool to turn down more books and our family aren’t fools. What did you think of your class, the one where this Horatio Gordon introduced himself?”

      “Oh, the class is fine. The teacher knows what he’s doing, and I’m getting rather a lot better at talking about things like brushstrokes.” She shrugged. Beatrice knew her interest wasn’t really in the fine arts. Perla would have been delighted to focus on jewellery, which she’d made a particular hobby of. But eventually, Auntie Johanna would want to hand her work over to someone.

      Auntie Johanna was the reigning family queen at detecting attempted forgeries, and she’d spotted one, an oil painting, just last month. Theirs was an odd business. They were not the ones to evaluate or auction or otherwise sell fine artwork or jewellery or gemstones, or sculpture.

      They were a bank, not an auction house. But they were responsible for having a sense of what the true nature of their holdings was. False items, deliberately false items, held magic differently than the originals. And the true items often needed particular protections or care.

      Beatrice knew art, appreciated art, enjoyed art, but she did not have Auntie Johanna’s eye for a forgery, and they all knew it. Perla didn’t care much about paintings, but she had an eye for where they went wrong. Life would have been simpler if Beatrice had the eye for it. But they would each do their best by the family, and so Perla was taking painting classes to be able to hold her own. Not that the art teachers knew that was what they were teaching.

      If they didn’t handle the items well, the protective charms in the vaults would wobble. Or at least, wobble was what Great-Aunt Sophia preferred as a verb. They would be very undignified, and more than a bit unstable, anyway. Drunken, that was how Beatrice thought of it. They might not cause trouble, but you didn’t know.

      “Do you like it?” Beatrice honestly wasn’t sure. Perla was easy-going, friendly, amiable. She could talk to anyone and anyone would talk back. Which did not fit well with what Aunt Johanna did, tucked down in the back offices under the special lighting.

      “I like it when Aunt Johanna lets me help with the close examination. I hate writing up the reports, though. They take so long. And all the record keeping and making sure things are in good shape.” Perla grimaced.  She did not like those sorts of lists at all, where Beatrice loved them.

      Beatrice laughed. “Well, that’s all right. So long as you’re enjoying the part we need you to learn. We can figure out something about the reports, in time.”

      They walked along for half a block, before Perla said, more quietly, “Do you mind this awfully?”

      “Chaperoning?” Beatrice shrugged. “I like my records, but this is fine. A good excuse for a walk.”

      “But it must be rather awful. Seeing other people, I mean.”

      “I do not particularly want to be flirted with.” Beatrice hadn’t really ever articulated this, but Perla made an agreeably inquiring noise. She was good at those - she’d been trained to be. But Beatrice was sure she meant it. “It seems a lot of bother, honestly. That whole dance of getting to know someone.”

      “That’s the exciting part, though! I mean, not that I’ve done it with all that many people? But it’s what I always liked at school, getting to know new people. Isn’t it boring, just being with family?”

      Beatrice laughed. “I could spend a day with someone different every day for a month, between the household here, and across the river, and our other holdings. And I’d never be bored. It would be awkward, but I could go along on the various trade trips, if I wanted, and see the world. And I might do that yet, I’ve been talking to Uncle Cosmo about it.” She considered how to put it better. “I don’t want to talk to more people. I want to know them better. Deeper.”

      She did sometimes wonder what it would be like to have those superficial conversations with someone. She suspected she’d be horrible at it; she’d had no reason to learn how. Oh, she practised sometimes, saying hello to people in the meetings she attended. She’d amuse herself asking about their children or their dogs or their interests, only to have someone talk over her, filling the silence. It disturbed her family, though, so she only indulged in the temptation when they weren’t yet in the room.

      Perla pursed her lip. “If you say so.” She sounded unsure, but willing enough to assume that Beatrice meant it.

      “Besides, I enjoy arranging my own time. Look at you, we’ve barely talked for a week. You had lunch out every day, and your friends from school last Saturday, that supper, and the concert on Sunday. I know that’s a grand life, but when would I get my reading done?”

      “Or your accounting.” Perla teased. “I really do think you need to do a certain amount a day, or - or it’s like not having limes on ships. Limes? Brandy? Something”

      “Didn’t they teach you anything in your general classes at Dunwich? Limes, Perla, sweet. Fresh limes.”

      “How do you know that?” Perla tugged her, to go up the angle of the street that led to the tea shop.

      “It comes up on the cargo lists, from time to time. When we’ve got people arranging hired ships for various transfers. That one from India, in 1919. I was looking at the records to check something.” Not that she’d go into details here on a public street. The curse encompassed Perla, especially when they were arm in arm like this. Probably. At least no one thought it the least odd Perla was chattering along to herself. But that didn’t mean Beatrice should take chances with family business.

      “Oh, I suppose that makes sense. I’m glad you like doing that sort of thing. It would bore me silly.”

      Beatrice laughed. “And we can’t have you being silly, can we? Seeming, that’s one thing. But being it, that wouldn’t do. Not for what you want.”

      Perla grinned back at her. If she succeeded Aunt Johanna, there would be a lot of conversations in her life. Aunt Johanna travelled widely all over the world to look at museums and private collections. It was a role Beatrice would hate, keeping all the connections between different strands of the family and all the artists and museum curators and gallery owners. Fortunately, no one expected her to do that. Or to want to do it.

      And so, as different as she and Perla were, it was also a gift. They wanted different things, but things the family needed. They both knew - she and Perla - that they’d be in and out of each other’s pockets for the rest of their lives. It was much easier for everyone that they got along so well, for all their varied preferences.

      “Here we are.” Perla nodded. “I asked for a table a bit away from others, up on the little raised area, along the back.” That would give them an excellent view of the room, but also a reasonable amount of quiet for the conversation. And it would let Beatrice seat herself in the seat by the railing on the end, well out of the way.

      “That’s grand. I’ll let you take over, then.” Beatrice slipped her arm out of Perla’s, to make it easier to manoeuvre, and Perla forged ahead.

      “Madame Thierry, how lovely to see you again, isn’t the spring just beautiful, all the flowers coming out?” She chattered along like a songbird, asking after the owner’s children and garden, as the older woman smiled at her.

      Beatrice thought it was honest, at least, not just due to the amount of money they spent here on the average week. It was not only Perla’s favourite spot for tea - morning, afternoon, and all the times between - but they also got many of the refreshments for meetings here. Madame Thierry showed Perla up to a table, and Beatrice trailed along, finding her place comfortably.

      “There. Tuck your coat here, there’s a hook, it’ll be nice and out of the way.”

      Perla settled in the back corner, with Beatrice along the edge, where she could turn around and watch people enter or leave. She strongly suspected this Horatio was going to take the seat next to Perla, leaving his sister with her back to the room.  This would do quite well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          THURSDAY, APRIL 2ND AT A TEA SHOP

        

      

    

    
      Forty-five minutes later, Robin was settled at a comfortable table toward the back wall of the cafe, on the raised portion. Ten minutes after that, just before the hour, two women came in. One was fairly simply dressed, in a pale lavender frock and matching hat. She was perhaps a tad underdressed for this cafe, where people came to see and be seen, but Robin could not cast any stones on that account at the moment.

      He was wearing a brocade jacket in one of the Arts and Crafts prints of overlapping acanthus leaves in shades of deep green. He’d seen the fabric at his tailor’s, and thought he should have something his Aunts would approve of, for the necessary calls and meetings. Mostly approve of, at least.

      The other woman was perhaps fifteen years younger. She was far more fashionably dressed, in a pale rose pink, of a high-end mid-weight silk, with a pale green cloche that picked up the details of her frock. The shoes were visibly expensive at a distance. Not showy, mind, but Robin had made something of a study of shoes. They told you more about a person - and their current finances - than a dress. And perhaps that encounter in Master Calfe’s had them fresh in his mind.

      Dresses could be remade or charmed. Shoes showed scuffs and wear. And of course, quality showed through, even as they got older. It also, of course, gave you an idea on how fast you might have to run if things went south.

      She was far more conventionally beautiful than her companion. Now, these two, their hair was different shades. The woman in pink had a sort of honey blonde, a really rather unusual colour. The other had darker hair, in a shade that echoed tree bark, the little bits he could see. Both wore it pinned up, but clearly they favoured long hair and the traditions of magic over the short fashionable bob.

      Their faces and their general bearing, though, those showed a fairly close relation. Not sisters, he thought. They didn’t act like it, precisely, from his observations over the years. Cousins. Comfortable with each other, but not coming from the same parents. Not that he knew about that directly, of course, but he’d watched all his various cousins in their various combinations for decades now. Sisters wove together and then sparred, in a way not quite as true of cousins.

      They talked back and forth. He, alas, was at the wrong angle to try and lipread, and it was not a particularly good skill of his anyway. One of the waiters came by, and spoke to the younger woman, and only to her, which suggested something about the dynamic. Perhaps the older one was a companion or some such. She was not dressed to be a governess or nanny. He’d go with cousin for now, unless he got more information.

      Right at the hour, Harry and Emily
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