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      Mistress Castalia Jones has built up her dressmaking business stitch by stitch. Comfortably middle-aged, she has apprentices to train, interesting clothing to design, and the freedom to make her own choices. When she overhears uncomfortable gossip about one of her best clients and his fiancee, she finds herself sharing the details with his valet, Benton.

      Benton has served Lord Carillon since the Great War, not only at home in Albion, but on a variety of expeditions to distant parts of the globe. Now that his lordship is preparing to marry, Benton knows that things must change. Cassie’s information leaves him determined to untangle the confusing hints she has heard. When an encounter with a difficult rooster leaves Benton in need of more direct help – and a steady hand with a needle – they begin to look at each other in a new light. But as people with different lives and commitments, nothing could possibly come of their growing friendship and trust.
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      Join Cassie and Benton in Albion of 1926 for a wardrobe full of magical dresses, three dangerous birds, and a historical costume party that sends the characters reeling. 
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      “Mistress Castalia? It’s ten to two. And you have that appointment.”

      Cassie had pins in her mouth as she worked on the visible layer of an elaborately pleated dress of a draping rose in a pleasant shade of dusty rose. It made it difficult to answer quickly. She had been trying to arrange the pleating to draw attention to the broad band of plum at the collar and hem, but the folds persisted in falling in the wrong places. She pulled the pins out with a frown, let the fabric loose, and reached for the pin cushion hovering by her hand. Time to leave it for now, and try again later.

      “Ma’am? Do you need a hand?”  The apprentice shifted nervously, as if she was completely unsure what she was supposed to do with the lack of a verbal response.

      Cassie rubbed her face. “Thank you, Joselyn. Go run along and have your tea break.” She’d entirely lost track of time, and that wasn’t like her.

      “Are you sure I can’t be a help, ma’am?”

      New apprentices were always a bit of a challenge. Some of them came to Cassie with some idea of how to apply magic to cloth, and mediocre sewing skills. Some had sewing skills, but only the barest idea how to use their magic, or what magic could do for them. Or there were those like Joselyn, who had a modest skill with magic and a deft but inexpert hand with a needle, but who needed rather a lot more confidence. On the whole, she preferred the last type, but the first six months were always wearing, and Joselyn was only in her second week.

      “He’s picking some things up.” Cassie smoothed her skirts out, considering for a moment. No, she and her dress had avoided stains and tears today. There was plenty of time to tidy up.

      “He, ma’am? Lord Carillon?”

      The girl was fascinated. Cassie was quite sure she read the gossip papers, apprentices always did. She had, once, when that sort of thing had held more interest. Now, it just made her feel ancient, for all she was still in her late thirties.

      “His valet, I’m sure Lord Carillon has better things to do than pick up clothing. “

      Joselyn’s shoulder twitched. “But Melitta said he’d been in here.”

      “That was to oversee some particular fittings.”  Cassie stretched and stood up. “Come on.”

      Joselyn followed readily enough, but still looked puzzled. “And these are different?”

      “Miss Penhallow is getting a lot of new invitations, of course, people who want to meet her and see for themselves who Lord Carillon is marrying. These are - oh, an afternoon dress, that Nile green one. The evening gown, for the Healing Temple gala. And that one you liked, with the geometric embroidery. Where he and Miss Penhallow gave me more scope, as long as the dresses suit the goals. They approved the colours and the styles, of course, but everything could be fitted on the dummy.”

      “And you’re doing the wedding gown.” It wasn’t quite a question.

      That was on a dressmaker’s dummy upstairs, slowly being built up from pieces of whisper-fine silk formed into pleats and folds to make up the bodice. Cassie nodded. “That, two dresses for other wedding events, and a number of other items.”  Lord Carillon was being most generous, all round.

      After rather a long pause, Joselyn said, with an edge of affronted scandal, “Shouldn’t it be her lady’s maid who picks it up?” It had upset her sense of propriety, then. Joselyn was certain that the rigid formulae within the etiquette books she had inhaled held all the answers - certainly all the approved answers - as to who should do what among the well-off.

      “I believe Miss Penhallow’s lady’s maid is still in training, and not overly familiar with navigating the shops yet. And Benton is quite willing.”

      “What’s he like?” Honestly, it was like having a very energetic puppy. At least she had stopped fretting, for the moment.

      “Benton? Competent. Very competent. He’s been seeing to Lord Carillon for some years, I believe.” She shook her head, and stopped herself before she could comment further on the man. It wasn’t proper to pass on her personal concerns to her apprentice.

      “Is there something wrong with that, Mistress?” Clearly she hadn’t hidden her opinion quite well enough.

      Cassie shook her head. “I’ve never quite understood those who go into service. All those years of work, and what do you have to show for it? If you work for decent folks, you get a cottage in some distant estate, and enough to keep body and soul together. If they’re alive long enough to see it arranged. Maybe no children, nothing to pass along - you know a lot of those in service aren’t permitted to marry, or even walk out with someone.”

      She heard Joselyn stop behind her on the stairs. “And you don’t approve, ma’am?”

      “Not much, no. That’s why I have a shop, and I make clothing, and charge as well as I might. I’ve worked hard to build up quite a nice clientele who appreciate my skills. That’s why I own the shop outright, no debts. And why I take on three apprentices at a time.” There wasn’t much likelihood of her marrying now, never mind children, but she would leave her own legacy, the way she chose.

      “Do you think Melitta’s learning a lot?” Joselyn was wistful. When Joselyn had visited the shop for three days last autumn to arrange her apprenticeship, she’d got friendly very quickly with Cassie’s senior apprentice.

      “I’m sure she is. You’ll have your season in France, in time. And your season with the weavers, learning the different techniques. Patience, Joselyn, there’s a lot to learn, and I’ll make sure you learn it all well before you finish your apprenticeship.” It was all part of the greater web of masters and mistresses of her art, of clothing and design. They swapped apprentices around, to let them see different needs, different clothes, different styles, different skills.

      “Go on. Tea. Get out in the sun for a little, it’s clear for a change. Amelia will be back this evening, and you’ll want to be fresh to help her sort the fabrics out properly.” She didn’t want Joselyn underfoot for the pickup. She’d been honest enough, but valets discomfited her. Tying your life - waking, sleeping, meals, every breath - that tightly to someone else, someone who paid you, that made her itch. Lady’s maids weren’t much better, but at least they had more of a sense of women’s clothing.

      Beyond that, Benton himself was a particular trial, with his distant judgmental particularity. It was never anything she could quite object to outright, but he was always inclined to nitpick at her work. She was left with the impression that he felt that his service to a lord made him her better, somehow. Even when he could make no particular comment, she felt as if he were looking for the opportunity.

      Joselyn bobbed her head. “Do you want me to bring anything back?”

      “One of the orange scones if they have one. Or currant.”

      “Yes’m.” There she went, blonde curls bobbing as she finally started down the street. Cassie turned away, and straightened her own dress again, picking threads from the project in the workroom off. Then she sighed and cast the charm that would get them all. Essential in her line of work, that one, whether she was using it to tidy up or gather a lost needle or pin.

      She smooshed the loose ends into a small ball and dropped them in the wastebin. Then it was time to check the mirror and tuck her hair in. She leaned in, frowning; she’d have to reapply the brown dye this weekend, the grey was coming through at the roots again. She was not yet established enough that grey was an advantage. Cassie was aware she still needed to trade on new ideas and how she needed to be right up on the changes of mode.

      Her body was doing well enough. Her frame had too many curves for the current fashions, but her dress was well cut, of course, and designed to flatter. She’d found a length of a sage green silk and wool mix, more than sturdy enough for a working day, but it hung well.

      It would do for now. It wasn’t as if Benton would care; he was not one of the society ladies she had to impress with style.

      The dresses for Miss Penhallow were all ready, there in their boxes, with an envelope of swatches of the fabric to match them to shoes and accessories tacked to the inside cover of each one. Just as it should be. She had her ways of doing things, tidy and beautiful. Yes, the ribbons holding the boxes were properly tied, the cream of the box contrasting nicely with the dusty blue of the ribbon. It was not quite grey, but a pleasant neutral that allowed the other decorations to shine through.

      With a sigh, she turned to settle on the sofa in the front room, spreading her skirts automatically to display the fit and cut of the cloth to best advantage. Her own apprentice mistress had drilled into her that you never knew what would draw the eye or make a sale when it came to clothing. You only knew that shoddy workmanship or any hint of dirt or grime would lose a sale, and probably a customer.

      Just in time, as it turned out, because she heard the bell ring as the door opened.
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      It was Benton, precisely on time. Cassie kept her seat. She stood for the gentlefolk whose clothes she made, not their servants. She had to appreciate that he didn’t keep her waiting, but something about how precisely punctual he always was made her feel as if she were failing, somehow.

      She was sure he had not started his service as a footman. He was tall enough for it, perhaps five foot nine, but he wasn’t nearly handsome enough for a matched pair of tall crisp footmen like some people wanted.  His nose had a slight lump, like it had been broken a long time ago, and he was more solid than elegant.

      His eyes were a clear blue, too sharp a colour for comfort. His hair was a mousy brown, not something with a good contrast, and his skin was worn, like he’d spent far more time in the sun than most. She wondered, not for the first time, how he’d got his job, if he’d not been a footman.

      He was different from the other valets she’d met. The few others she saw, they were glad for a break in their day, inclined to flirt with her apprentices. Mr Benton, in contrast, seemed to view each appointment as a small mountain to be summited successfully, and on a tight schedule.

      “Mr Benton.”

      She could see the almost-entirely suppressed wince at the proper title, as if he preferred not to be noticed, never mind addressed. “Mistress Castalia.” His reply was precise, measured.

      “The boxes are ready, and it was a pleasure to work on them. Miss Penhallow has a lovely sense of taste.” And then, teasingly, she added. “And a willingness to be guided by Lord Carillon’s preferences.”

      That got a momentary bristling, like a badger’s hackles going up. That baffled her, that he should be so touchy about a compliment to his master, but clearly he was. Then he nodded once. “I will convey your compliments, Mistress. His lordship asked that I see to the bill, if you have it ready.” It wasn’t a question.

      She’d noticed Benton rarely asked questions, everything was a statement, as if he’d been playing chess with you in his head and was a dozen moves ahead. Cassie appreciated people who were prepared to do business, but this constant challenge put her teeth on edge and made her want to flee back to her work room’s peace and privacy. Of course, that was not the way to keep her business going.

      Instead, Cassie inclined her head, and kept her voice pleasant. “Of course.” She held out the envelope waiting on the side table to her left. That in turn obliged Benton to come closer, and he took it from her hands.

      He pulled a small pocket-knife from his coat pocket, as if he used it dozens of times a day, and slit the wax seal, then glanced through the list. “His lordship will expect I’ve made sure that all the listed items are there.”

      Someone else might have shrugged and said he’d trust her. Most other people did, in fact. But Benton, blast him, would always check. Part of her always wanted to leave the boxes unfastened, to avoid several steps in this mandatory dance, but the rest of her rebelled at offering less than her best, particularly for him.

      “Of course. He always does.” How much was actually Lord Carillon’s expectation, and how much was Benton puffing up his authority, she had no idea. Her other clients trusted her craftsmanship. For that matter, Benton wasn’t even her client, just the delivery boy.

      Slowly, taking her time, she stood, moving to place the boxes side by side on the long table. She undid the ribbons on the top of each box, removing each lid. “The swatches of the fabric, to match for the shoes.”

      Again, precisely as they always were.

      Benton waited until she took a step back, to the side of the table, then he glanced at the invoice. “Day dress, Nile green, pearls, cream lace.” He peered, found the proper box, and considered. “This is not Nile green.”

      Cassie blinked, momentarily uncertain. The dress was a pleasant yellow-green, a colour that not many people could wear well, but it would suit Miss Penhallow’s blonde hair and fair skin in certain settings. With a cream shift, and a matching cream shawl and hat, the colour would stand out more, vivid and bright for the summer.

      “The Nile is not this colour. The Nile is never this colour. This is the colour of poor-quality overdyed jade.” He frowned for a moment. “Or possibly a muted arsenic green. We are having none of that.” His voice was firm, unyielding, but not quite on the boundary with rude.

      Cassie took a deep breath, counted to ten, and then for good measure from ten to one in French. She made herself smile, knowing that forcing the seeming would carry some of what she was going to say. “You are seeing it in the box, without the cream shift behind. Lord Carillon was here for the initial consultation, and approved the colour choice. It brings out Miss Penhallow’s complexion very well, and it is quite fashionable this season.” Muted arsenic green, indeed. As if she would.

      More to the point, colour names might reflect a thing in the physical world, but it wasn’t as if the colour was the river, nor claiming to be. Egyptomania made the term popular at the moment, and she admitted she liked the implied changeability. But it was, really, a somewhat more saturated celadon green, sometimes shading to a blueish green.  It wasn’t a colour you could pin down, even if Mr Benton vastly preferred that. He’d done it to her before, with a debate about garnet red that had stuck for months.

      “It would suit the younger Miss Penhallow better. Are you certain you have not made a mistake?” The edge to his tone made him sound even more disagreeable, and she had to assume it was on purpose. He had never seemed a man to be offensive by accident.

      Cassie drew herself up to her full height, not that it helped here, he was still a head taller. “Quite certain. It is a day dress, it is an appropriate colour for a day dress this season, and for wearing to the party that Miss Penhallow will wear it to. The colour was chosen for precise reasons I would not expect you to understand.”

      Benton’s chin went up, stubborn and insistent. He was bracing himself, she could tell that. Not a boxer, she thought, but he’d spent some time doing something that made his heels dig in, and his back brace. His eyes were fixed on her, equally unyielding.

      Cassie shrugged one shoulder, refusing to engage him on the ground he’d tried to claim. “Are you questioning his lordship’s decision? I have the order, in his hand, in my files, complete with the swatches of each fabric.”

      Those were fighting words, and they both knew it. Cassie held her breath, waiting to see what Benton did next, if he’d be sensible, or if he’d be bull-headed enough to keep pushing.

      There was a long pause, then he said, “The second box. An evening dress for the Healing Temple charity auction.” There was a tiny pause. “I understand you are still working on her gown for the end of summer ball.” That was a much more time-consuming project, far more so than the day dresses or even routine evening gowns.

      “The constellation dress, yes.” She was capable of acknowledging an impasse. Now if he would do his part and drop the subject, they could get this over with. “I have kept his lordship informed of the progress for the gala gown. He approved the crystals for the work last week, and they will be applied once I receive them back from the enchanter.”

      They would be shimmering in a pattern of sparkling light, and would have to be applied in precise sequence. It was a matter of complexity and precision, and a moment’s distraction on her part might mean a misplaced gem that could ruin the effect entirely. Cassie was looking forward to the challenge, it was the kind of thing that would not only get her name circulated among potential clients, but impress the masters and mistresses of her guild.

      It was a more interesting project than the client who just wanted a massive shimmering peacock tail. In that case, the real challenge was keeping feathers in decent condition all night, not the dress design. The enchantments for the plumes were comparatively routine, and Amelia had a deft hand with them. Joselyn would not be prepared to learn them until she settled down a bit, but she could learn how to set out the feathers. And of course the client would not care that she was asking for senior apprentice work so long as it looked impressive.

      Benton nodded, then indicated the second box. “The cut on this, is it as requested?”

      “The robe de style.” She gestured. “You see the bodice, the drop waist, the side panels. On some women it might look a little frumpy, compared to flapper dress. In this company, with many of older generations there, it will seem more respectful. Modish but not offensively nouveau.”

      She considered, then added, “Robin’s egg blue is fashionable. This is a slightly darker shade, due to the silk taking up the colour particularly well, that brings out Miss Penhallow’s eyes. Lord Carillon mentioned he had some jewellery specifically in mind, I believe star sapphires?”

      “His lordship’s taste in gems is exquisite.” Benton was clipped and precise, and delivered the comment as if he expected her to be ignorant on the matter. “I will be picking up the necklace next week.” He glanced at the box. “And this is appropriately fitted for Miss Penhallow?”

      “Of course. I guarantee my fittings for two weeks, and after that I am glad to adjust the charms. He is aware of my fees for household visits.” Sizeable fees, because she hated being dragged out to some goddess-forsaken country home full of bats - both literal and more metaphorical. Especially when her client mostly wanted her ego stroked. It took her away from the sewing and designing, which she would always rather be doing.

      Benton frowned, and then continued. “The last box, a tea dress, suitable for multiple events with different parties.”

      Cassie gestured. “This one here, silk, that deep lavender, with the long sleeves. As requested, there are several shawls and an overdress to match the embroidery- you see the Egyptian-influenced design here, along the cuffs and hem. Smaller and elegant, as Miss Penhallow requested, but the colours stand out rather nicely. You will notice the longer hem, since this is for going out, we handled the tea dresses for at home wear last month.” Cassie’s words were clipped with stifled aggravation. If explaining each detail was necessary so he would stop arguing, well, she could and would explain every detail.

      “And the shawls?”

      “This smaller box here, rolled. I would not recommend unrolling them, they have been stored to avoid wrinkles. It would take me at least a quarter hour to rebox them properly.” If the infuriating man would not respect her competence, perhaps he would at least consider respecting her time, or his own.
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      Benton frowned. Lord Carillon favoured Mistress Castalia, and there were solid reasons for that. She and her apprentices and whoever did the piecework were skilled and attentive. One did not have to worry about poor seams or inadequate fit. She had a knack for getting hold of unusual fabrics, and of using them in ways that highlighted the wearer’s best features, whatever those were. She was not the most modish dressmaker in Trellech, and certainly not in Albion, but she knew her work.

      And, Benton knew, she was quiet about the requests, and did not gossip. That was worth quite a lot of money and repeat custom indeed. His lordship had been her patron for pieces for former partners, both public and more private.

      Did she have to be so difficult, though? Every other artisan he dealt with on his lordship’s behalf was much simpler. A review of the order, an exchange of funds, and he was out of there and onto the next task. There was always a next task. And she always had the boxes done up and tied, even though he must know by now she would insist on seeing them. Stubborn, just like she was stubborn about those ridiculous names for colours.

      The supposed Nile green was only the latest in a long line of silliness. Australien, a curious ruddy sand colour. Drake’s-neck green, which utterly failed to get the shimmer of the duck itself. There was even one called lusty gallant, which Mistress Castalia had sworn at some point was highly historical. It seemed very dubious to him.

      Here and now, though, he could only nod. “In that case, I have the coin.” He stood, coming to her desk as she sat down behind it, so she could test the coins on her scale. Any other merchant would have trusted his lordship’s money, and she never did. It irked him.

      Irked him enough this time that he asked, “Why do you count? You must know how it will come out.”

      Her fingers moved to stack the coins and weigh them, groups of five, moving them onto and off the scale briskly. She did several sets before she glanced up at him. “Some people will try to pass off fake coin.” Another set, letting the coins clink lightly. “If I only tested some, people would wonder why. It is far more fair to weigh them all.”

      Benton frowned, but the logic was sound enough, and it did not leave him room to argue. And after all, he insisted on inspecting each item he was picking up, every time, so he had to acknowledge at least privately that an objection would be hypocritical. Instead, he retreated to the sofa and settled, waiting while she confirmed the stacks of coins.

      When she was finished, she turned to drop the coins into a coin box, one of the better sort that would only release for the owner or the bank key. He also knew she would not move on to the next portion of the discussion until she was ready. She made notes in her register, and then elsewhere in the ledger, the pen nib scratching slightly across the paper.

      Finally, she stood, and came around her desk again. “Does Miss Penhallow have further requests?”

      Benton nodded. “His lordship hopes you can find time in your schedule for several additional items. As well as the ongoing work on the wedding dress. One to be kept private until the wedding, if you please.” His voice was crisp.

      “Of course. A present for the bride?”

      “He wishes a velvet cloak, with mapwork upon it. A mix of locations, he has included some initial sketches, and wishes to consult on drape. Usual fees for tying up a dressmaker’s dummy.”

      Benton could see the calculations running across Mistress Castalia’s face. He wasn’t sure what she was calculating, precisely, but he could see the pieces being worked through. She returned to her desk, and made a few notations and looked at the calendar. “I’ll need to buy another dummy, if he wishes me to book it out that long.”

      He paused. His lordship’s wishes on this matter were quite clear, and Benton was granted quite a lot of authority with the budget.

      Mistress Castalia tapped the table, as if she were irritated with his silence. “May I see the sketches?” Her voice was clipped and precise again, though always exactingly polite.

      Benton turned, drawing a portfolio out of the satchel he’d brought in. “Mistress.”

      She opened it, flicked through the pages, glancing at the overall design, then a “A full circle. Velvet. Sepia tones like the map, that will take some quite tricky dyework to make it look suitably organic and aged.” She then considered. “Miss Penhallow’s colouring would not be favoured by a true sepia.”

      “His lordship is open to suggestions on that front, so long as it maintains the,” the correct phrasing was difficult to find immediately, “overall scheme.”

      She frowned. “I will need to consult with him, and promptly. The dye is a complex question. What is his availability next week?”

      Benton did not need to consult the calendar, as he had of course anticipated the likelihood of  this question. “He will be in town on Tuesday or Friday, and available for an hour’s appointment between two and four either day.”

      Mistress Castalia nodded, then tapped the sketches. “Tuesday at two, please. I will discuss the fee for the dummy with him then too.”

      Benton nodded. “As you wish, mistress.” He then coughed. “And the others?”

      She held her hand out for the list. His lordship had made a tidy summary of requirements, and she glanced down it, looking at the notes on decoration. “It has become quite difficult to get the glass beads that take those particular colour effects he likes. I will have to consult the supplier again, but may have limitations on colour. We can discuss that on Tuesday. And I’m afraid the weaver who did those Art Deco embroidery bands is not available for orders for the foreseeable future. It’s a health issue of some kind. I have been exceedingly unsatisfied with the current alternatives but I will investigate the options and have samples and sketches of what is available ready.”

      Benton inclined his head. “I will let his lordship know. If you have alternate suggestions, Tuesday?”

      She nodded, then she tapped a couple of the items on the list. “These day dresses. I thought he had said that her daytime wardrobe was more than adequate?” Mistress Castalia pursed her lips. “These seem a bit dull.”

      “Miss Penhallow has been invited to join several charitable committees, and wishes to make a good impression as a woman who can dress to suit the occasion.” Benton kept his voice even, but he had been uncertain about that as well. It was one of those small niggling doubts that would worry him until he could identify and deal with the cause. Something about these plans had bothered him from the start.

      “Which charities? I may be able to suggest some alternative ensembles. And avoid…  similarity to other notable attendees.”

      Benton frowned. His lordship had not specifically mentioned the charities, but of course he had taken the invitation replies back, and could name them. He almost thought to suggest Mistress Castalia add that to the agenda for Tuesday, but Miss Penhallow would need one of the dresses quite soon. “The Ladies Auxiliary Society for Services to Orphans of Magical Catastrophes,” he said, after a moment, “The Distaff Council on Horticultural Aid To The Needy. And the Albion Inheritance.”

      Mistress Castalia frowned again, and then said “So, Lady Pillon, Mistress Waterby, Dame Arcady, and their respective sets.” She considered. “No, this won’t do. The first dress, the smoke grey. It will clash with whatever flowers Dame Arcady picks for the Inheritance luncheon.”

      Benton blinked, sufficiently puzzled to find himself needing to ask. It was galling to need to, she always had an air of explaining the obvious to a fool. More than that, he prided himself on picking up cues and information without resorting to an explicit question about Dame Arcady. “Surely smoke grey is a neutral?”

      “That,” Mistress Castalia said, “Is a mistake.”

      It was no kind of answer at all. Benton raised an eyebrow, and Mistress Castalia let out a long sigh. “She will set out the hall in shades of cream, with an underlying yellow, rose, or brown tint - sepia, if you like. Against that, a pale smoke grey will look washed out. Miss Penhallow cannot wear sallow tones well, it conflicts with her hair and her skin, she needs something with a little blue underneath it.”

      She stood abruptly, startling him, and went to a large chest of drawers behind her desk, flicking her fingers along until she pulled out a drawer. Her movements, the sharpness of them, the unpredictability, was putting him on edge, but at least now she was focused on the cabinet.

      Inside were swatches of fabric, and she pulled it out, peering at them. To his eye, they were very similar shades of a blue grey. She drew out two samples from that draw, then added a swatch of deep green-grey, like a pine forest at twilight. Then, as if it were a last minute decision, she turned to another drawer and drew out a swatch of vibrant deep blue, a hair brighter than navy. He began to see the difference.

      “Please ask Miss Penhallow and Lord Carillon to let me know which of these they would prefer. I would expect to pair it with a pale grey, or possibly a white or cream. Alternately, we could look at some shades of plum or perhaps violet.” She turned and added two more swatches from a different cabinet.

      It was so quick and abrupt Benton felt as if he had completely lost his footing and tumbled, head over heels, even as he remained planted quite properly on his own two feet. But he nodded, bowed slightly over her hand, and simply said, “Mistress.” No matter how her sudden changes and precipitous shifts disconcerted him, it would never do to show that she had put him in a position where he had to scramble to keep his thoughts sorted.

      There was a long pause, then Mistress Castalia said, “I would be interested to learn Lord Carillon’s priorities in those social engagements. And Miss Penhallow’s, of course.” The way she spoke, it sounded very much like she knew it was his lordship’s analysis that mattered here. Miss Penhallow had a fine eye, but his lordship was one the making many of the decisions. It wasn’t entirely proper, and people noticing it as Mistress Castalia had made Benton ill at ease.

      This at least had an easier answer. “I will let his lordship know about your inquiry, Mistress.”

      She opened her mouth, snapped it closed, and then said, “Two of the three have current boards whose priorities may not align with Miss Penhallow’s. I am not, you understand, aware of all the eddies and currents of such groups, as a working woman.”

      Benton glanced up, barely avoiding a frown. Those were indeed groups for the wealthy, who could spend their days in gatherings and meetings, not working for a living. He was surprised Mistress Castalia knew as much as she did. Certainly for all his attempts to pick up gossip belowstairs in his lordship’s clubs and at house parties, the gatherings of women still remained largely opaque. “Mistress.” It was the only thing to say.

      She waved her hand. “I will be pleased to receive Lord Carillon at two on Tuesday. We can discuss further then, and I will have a few additional ideas.” She stood, almost wearily, and came back around to the table to retie the boxes.

      Benton left her to it without further interruption.
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      “Back, then, Benton?” 

      Benton was carefully levitating all three boxes in through the servant’s entrance, partly to make sure the boxes stayed level and wouldn’t cause wrinkles, but at least as much because it kept him in practice for when the port needed to be moved without any jostling. “Yes, Mrs Mudthon. Is Mally about?” 

      “You will have to get used to saying Miss Stone, properly, you know.” 

      Benton grinned, for just a moment. It was a relief to be back at Ytene, where he knew everyone, and everyone knew their role in the household. “When she’s properly a lady’s maid, I will.” At the moment, she was still learning the art. Mally helped Miss Penhallow when she was in residence, and at the moment that was mostly for parties and particular social occasions. 

      The rest of Mally’s time was currently taken up with a series of lessons on clothing and jewellery for every possible kind of event. She’d already known a number of cleaning magics, how to handle the delicate fabrics, and a modest amount of hair styling, but there were new things to learn there as well, to be suitable for his lordship’s wife-to-be. 

      Mrs Mudthon waved a hand. “She’s in the hall with the good light and some sewing. And Mrs Grieves wanted a word when you got in. About the dinner party.” 

      The housekeeper was still finding her feet, though she’d been here a month now, and seemed a better fit than her predecessor. However, this would be the first formal dinner party since she’d taken over. She’d been in service for more than twenty years, but Benton realised she must be nervous, learning the ways of a new household and a notoriously untraditional one. 

      Benton nodded. “Please do let her know I’m back, and will come find her as soon as I’ve got the clothing up to Miss Penhallow’s rooms.” 

      The cook waved him off. Benton was glad to see she was in so pleasant a mood. Mrs Mudthon was normally cheerful, but the previous housekeeper had turned out to be a poor fit. Despite claiming flexibility and adaptability in her interviews, she had turned out to be one of those who wanted everything done her way. None of them needed more of the icy distance Mrs Mudthon could and would produce if she felt overly managed by anyone other than his lordship. He had been afraid Mrs Grieves would make the same sorts of errors. 

      Fortunately, Mrs Grieves had meant it when she said she preferred to manage with a light hand, and had quite won Mrs Mudthon over. He gathered it had been tidily done by listening thoughtfully to the kitchen needs, confirming the priorities, and asking that some of Mrs Mudthon’s famous biscuits were available for her meetings with his lordship. 

      That brought him to the servant’s hall. Mally was at a chair by the window, with the strong light, working on a fine seam on a handkerchief, part of her training. “Mally, I’ve come from Mistress Castalia’s. Shall I bring the boxes up so you can unpack them?” 

      “Thank you, please, Mr Benton.” Benton liked that about her, her courtesy, and using the proper title for within the household. They would be working closely together, and quite possibly for many years to come.  She set aside the sewing, tucking it tidily into her work basket before following him to the stairs. 

      He concentrated on bringing the boxes smoothly up the servant’s stairs to the suite Miss Penhallow had taken for her visits. Of course, she generally spent the nights in his lordship’s rooms, but appearances must be maintained. They rarely hosted overnight guests here at the moment, but when they did the hidden passage from her suite to his lordship’s rooms was quite useful. 

      He set the boxes down on the long table in the sitting area. “If I might have that envelope in the top box, it has some swatches for his lordship’s evaluation.” 

      Mally nodded, untying the top box and lifting the lid to set it aside. “Oh, this is fine work, Mr Benton. And Miss Penhallow will look quite striking in them. I’ll see they’re all properly hung, if you’d let his lordship know?” 

      She let her fingers trace along the decoration on the blue dress, and Benton had to admit it was eye-catching, made of twisted ribbons in four shades of coordinating blues that twined around each other. It had an effect like waves, without the sharpness of the peaks. 

      Benton nodded. “Thank you.” With that, he withdrew, and went back downstairs to see if Mrs Grieves was available. He knocked on her sitting room, once, just loudly enough to be heard but not so much it might wake her from a nap. 

      “Come.” He opened the door, and found her at her table working on some of the household accounts. Her hair was up in a tidy bun, she’d removed the apron from morning work, and she looked really quite content. “Ah, Benton. Is his lordship back?” 

      “Not yet. He said not to expect him until half-five, he had an appointment at the Explorer’s Club.” 

      “I wanted to ask you about the menu for next week, so we can put the orders in well in advance. Mrs Mudthon mentioned that some of the guests had a few particular needs. Do you have a moment now?” She sounded uncertain. 

      “Ah, yes. I am not sure if you are familiar with the culinary customs of different communities? Religious ones, in this case.” 

      She frowned, then shook her head. “Not in detail, no. My previous employers...” Her voice trailed off, and Benton smiled, because he could tell she was trying especially hard not to give offence. “My previous employers entertained within a rather narrow set of social acquaintances. Part of what attracted me to the position was the opportunity for more variety.” 

      “There should be no pork product used in their meals, nor shellfish, nor gelatin. The couple do not eat meat - that includes poultry but not fish - and dairy in the same meal. I would suggest a vegetarian alternative for the roast, the fish can be unaltered, and you may then use butter freely and cream throughout. Mrs Mudthon does a very pleasant nut roast.” 

      “Mrs Mudthon is aware?” 

      “She has had the pleasure of serving Mr and Mrs Leventhal in the past, yes. There will be no difficulty.” 

      Mrs Grieves nodded, with some apparent relief. “I did not wish to speak on her behalf, as to the arrangements.” That was quite proper. 

      “She will be glad to suggest several options, and his lordship has authorised whatever necessary additional expenses from the housekeeping budget.” 

      “Oh, well, then.” She considered. “Are they pleasant people?” Her tone was uncertain. 

      Benton nodded. “Very pleasant, Mrs Grieves, and they appreciate his lordship’s interest in fine books. Mr Leventhal is a dealer in antiques including older books, and his wife assists in his work and some translation. I gather she speaks and reads half a dozen languages.”

      “Oh, I suppose that’s the sort of thing would please his lordship, all his travels.” The information seemed to settle everything in her mind, and she would clearly be on to her next needful thing immediately.

      Benton was glad of an explanation that made sense to her, and more to the point that she was not taking offense at other people’s customs. That would do badly here. “Do you have questions about the evening? It’s rather an example of his lordship’s range of connections.” 

      “I had gathered that, Mr Benton.” She paused, as if trying to figure out what to ask. He settled back, quite willing to be patient. 

      “Would it be a bother to tell me a bit about his lordship’s social circles, Mr Benton? I would prefer not to rely on hearsay and gossip.” Then she gestured. “I could see about a cup of tea, and some biscuits?” 

      He smiled at her. “Oh, I would be glad, and thank you.” 

      She nodded, summoned the kitchen maid with a bell, and made her request. They sat in quiet for a minute or so - the water was usually on the boil this time of day - until the maid came back with a tray. “Scones, ma’am, freshly glazed.” 

      These were some of Benton’s favourites. Mrs Mudthon was in quite a good mood, then. She didn’t normally fuss with the glaze, not unless the food was going upstairs. They took a little time to arrange things to their liking, letting the tea steep. Finally, Benton said, “You understand his lordship was the younger son, and thus a certain degree of freedom was permitted to him?”

      Mrs Grieves ventured an almost teasing. “Quite a lot, I gather he’s a member of the Explorer’s Club in his own right several times over. Were you with him on his expeditions?” 

      “Yes, after the War, though he went on a number of expeditions before that, as well. I was his soldier-servant in the trenches, followed him to his later postings, then entered his service formally when I was demobbed afterwards. He preferred my service, he said. He maintained a cook-housekeeper at the Trellech house when he was in residence there. I have seen to his personal needs from 1918 to his return here to Ytene three years ago.” 

      “And Mrs Mudthon is a family retainer from his childhood?” 

      Benton nodded. “Here, although we redid the kitchens before she took up a post again. She had gone to other service when his lordship’s elder brother held the title and the magic. They preferred the estate in Cumbria as their primary residence and reduced the staff here significantly.” 

      Whereas his lordship, in part, found Hawk’s Breath to be tangled up with too many memories of other times. And, Benton thought, he found the fields and meadows of Cumbria too exposed for his comfort these days, and preferred the sheltering forests around Ytene. 

      “And his lordship’s social circles?” She had returned to that, then. Her voice was polite, but still had an unsettled note. It would be best, and kindest, to spell things out then. He was at least getting a much better sense of her priorities and values from this. 

      “Quite varied. You may have heard his lordship had a fondness for opera singers, and that is quite true, and musicians of all kinds.” Male and female, as it were, and that was a tidier place to find a pleasant temporary pairing than many others. Also, when phrased that way, people generally assumed it was the sopranos he was interested in, not the tenors. That was sometimes a help. 

      “He has cultivated connections with a number of artists, and he finds many of the more modern approaches intellectually interesting. Though aesthetically speaking, his purchases tend toward the neo-Classical or at least the Arts and Crafts set, rather than modernism.” 

      He could see the terms did not make a particular impression on her, but that was fine. They hadn’t on him before he’d spent significant time with his lordship. “There will be two singers - brother and sister - at this gathering. Miss Alice Fortescue and Mr Leopold Fortescue. Both have excellent reputations as singers. Mrs Gates, from the bookshop in the village, she knows the Leventhals.” She was making up the numbers. “Also in attendance, Professor Isembard Fortier, from Schola, he teaches some of the martial skills.” 

      “French, Benton?” 

      He shook his head. “Oh, no, that family’s been here for a long time. The Norman conquest, I think, originally, some of the earliest Third Families.” Not as noble a line as his Lordship’s, the way the Great Families counted things, but venerable.

      “His older brother has the lordship at Arundel, and he’s a member of the Council.” 

      “Council, my.” Mrs Grieves was not sure what to make of that, he could tell. Frankly, Benton wasn’t sure what he thought of it either. The Ministry was straightforward enough, but the Council acted in ways rather beyond the compass of the Lords like his lordship, with an eye to national magics that had not been anchored in a king or queen since the death of Richard III. 

      “Council, indeed. And, I gather, quite respected in certain Ministry circles, for an inventive approach to materia and enchantment work. His lordship is socially familiar with Lord Fortier, but he has never been invited here for a smaller gathering. The wedding, though, perhaps.” Which would mean dealing with Lady Fortier, who could be exceedingly difficult, but he would not borrow that trouble just yet. 

      “And the Professor?” 

      A much easier question, that. “Professor Fortier is the younger son. He had quite a reputation as a playboy, before and just after the War.” 

      “Such a thing.” Again, he couldn’t quite read her yet. He hadn’t had nearly enough time to observe her, not in all the possible moods and situations that might come up.

      She did continue, though, fairly promptly, with another question. “Is Professor Fortier inclined to be difficult? With the staff, I mean. If he was a playboy.” 

      “Oh, goodness, no. You needn’t warn the maids on his account, or the footmen. I believe his lordship is hoping to broaden the acquaintance.” Which implied a certain amount of decent behaviour with the staff. 

      Mrs Grieves was about to ask something else. Before she could, there was a knock, and the kitchen maid.  “Begging your pardon, Mrs Grieves, but Mrs Mudthon said the butcher’s here with a question about the orders.” It was the ordinary sort of need in a large house. 

      Benton stood. “I’ll let you get on. I’ll be upstairs in his lordship’s room if I’m needed.”
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