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      Lydia yearns to make her name as a journalist

      More to the point, Lydia can't keep going as she has.  There's never enough money, nor enough time. She's always scrambling, never sure of the ground beneath her or whether she can rely on anyone for help.

      

      Galen needs to figure out who he is now.

      The last year has brought too much change. His parents are rightfully under house arrest, and Galen and his brother are setting up new lives. Restoring the family business after it was nearly run into the ground by a serious of bad decisions is only the first problem.

      

      But Galen knows people.

      When Lydia asks help investigating the aftermath of an odd news story, Galen is intrigued. So are his friends in the secret society Galen has been part of since his school years. The investigation begins with a horse race, but it soon leads them from the clubs to a decadent house party to a far more dangerous gathering that could change everyone's life forever.
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        * * *

      

      Point by Point is the fifth 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.

      It is full of the power of friendship, creative solutions, horse-racing, journalism, and powerful ritual magic. Enjoy this charming romantic fantasy with a swirl of sex set in 1926 with a happily ever after ending!
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            Chapter 1

          

          THE TRELLECH MOON, OCTOBER 26TH, 19

        

      

    

    
      “Give me something better.” Edward Morris flicked the pages back across his desk at Lydia. He was seated behind it, entirely in control of his world, and they were marked up in red ink. That part didn’t bother her. She expected it, even welcomed it. He didn’t waste ink on people who were hopeless. Or time.

      Today, he’d called her in for notes on the last three pieces she’d turned in. None of them were breaking news, all of them were longer investigative work. She was no good at the puff pieces about fashion or ladies societies, even if some of those were every bit as cutthroat as any business conquest. Lydia had known her heart wasn’t quite in the series about new approaches to apprenticeships. She’d dutifully done in-depth interviews with a dozen people, all learning desperately needed magical trades. Individually, they were all fine.

      Fine. Not passionate. Not enlightening. Not a call to arms or action, to change the world.

      “I assigned you to those.” Edward flicked his fingers at the papers again, and this time a little puff of magic pushed them closer to her. “I expected a spark. Kindling.”

      Lydia’s head came up. He’d named the problem, she couldn’t help stiffening against the blow of his truth. She hadn’t had a better idea for something that was more than competent. “Sir.” She couldn’t argue, he was right.

      “What would you do if you could?”

      Another blow, this one stranger and unexpected. Morris wasn’t a man who invited suggestions. He ran the Trellech Moon as an absolute dictatorship, which meant he held everyone from the journalists to the print-setters to the cleaners to the highest possible standards. All the time. He was demanding, driven, but he drove himself harder than anyone else.

      He did not, however, ask for ideas.

      She’d had a few she’d discarded. They were the kind of thing that would take time, reporting time she wouldn’t have for other things. She hadn’t been sure if he’d pay her salary. It was one thing to do that for a week or two, for a story that was fine. It was another thing to do it for a month or more.

      “Come on. You’ve done good work in the past. That one about injurious apprenticeship clauses. Complicated and more risky than you told me up front, but a strong piece.” He hadn’t praised it like that, then. She’d contracted an apprenticeship with the harmful terms, ridden it out for a week. It had brought her to the attention of the Dwellers at the Forge, and they’d thrown their weight behind it. That hadn’t come out in the final piece, of course. But she’d been able to use it to get proper advice from the Ministry, from the Guard, from several other sources. All about how to spot an unfair contract and what to do if someone you cared about ended up in one.

      “Sir.” She leaned back. “It would take a while. A month minimum, probably three, longer if I found anything especially good. And it would mean I’d not be available for other reporting.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Stunt reporting, then? Getting yourself fully in the midst of everything? What do you have in mind?”

      The idea had hit her a month ago. They’d been talking up in the upstairs lounge at the Dwellers’ house, late into the night. Most of the more hotheaded of their lot had gone off somewhere for more labour debates and it had been Lydia and a handful of others. She’d been draped across one of the chairs, her foot dangling off the arm, when it had hit her.

      Now she gathered her thoughts, working hard to make them line up in an orderly manner. “Sir, you remember that business with the Research Society and Lord Sisley, six months ago or so?” She hadn’t reported the story.

      “Not all of that came out at the time.” Morris grunted. Which was another admission. “Why?”

      “What’s happened since? Not to them, though a follow-up is due. Various people lost power. But - who stepped into that power? Or who’s tried to?”

      Morris tilted his head. “Good enough question. But how do you propose to find out?” He waved a hand at her. “You don’t come from those circles.”

      “And they wouldn’t trust a reporter who did.” She knew her place, as well as anyone. She went on carefully. “Might know someone who could get me entry in the right places. Maybe. I’d have to do some background research and see if he’s up for it.”

      She suspected he wasn’t. Only maybe she wouldn’t need Galen to do much. Come to a few parties. Be posh. She was fairly sure he was in practice being posh these days. The family business interests were steadying out again, and the estates were doing better.

      “Might doesn’t get you a story.” Morris flicked his fingers, and there was another little puff of air. “What’s your plan?” What he wasn’t asking, precisely, was how long she needed to put something together.

      Lydia had a better answer for that. “Three days - starting today - in the morgue for background.” It was still only ten in the morning. “Hope I can catch the person I want to ask tonight. If not, that might be a day or two.” Other people didn’t subscribe to the paper’s schedule, after all. She looked up, meeting his eyes directly. “Thursday afternoon.” Three days and a couple of hours. She could do late nights, that was fine, to pull together all the notes she’d find.

      He glanced at his diary, open on the desk beside him, and scribbled a note in. “Half-two, this office, Thursday.” She’d have half an hour to convince him. He always went off for the editorial discussion of the afternoon’s paper and notes on the next day’s stories at three.

      “Sir.” She nodded. He crooked his finger, and a piece of paper flew from a stack on the bookshelf on the far wall, right into place in front of him. He scrawled a note with the curving initials at the bottom. “Take that to the morgue.” The cramped rooms downstairs, where all the paper’s files were kept.

      Lydia knew a dismissal when she got one. And honestly, that was at least five minutes more time than she’d expected. She nodded. “Sir.” Then she picked up her satchel and walked out through the desks. She managed not to whistle for joy until she got halfway down a flight of stairs at the other end.

      Ten minutes later, she was tucked in at an elderly table, down in the basement. The clerks were bustling around, finding things for other reporters, but she knew to stay out of the way. They each had their own patterns and paths, and magic help anyone who got in the way.

      After a minute or two, the senior clerk sat down next to her. “Master Wilson.” Lydia nodded respectfully. There was no sense in making him annoyed. For one thing, she’d rather not. For another, it would make her working life impossible.

      Master Wilson waved a hand at the note. “Himself was generous. What’s your query?”

      By which Lydia knew he meant the subject, the topic. “Two things, interrelated. What happened to the people who went down in that whole mess with the Research Society last spring. Lord Sisley and all. And second, who’s moving into their places now.”

      “Evans. Over here.” That summoned a middle-aged woman, glasses perched on her nose, her hair back in an untidy bun. Lydia had seen her before, but had never actually been introduced. She appeared promptly, pulling a notepad out of a pocket in what turned out to be an apron around her waist that blended into her dark skirt.

      “Sir?”

      “Pyle here needs your brains. Sisley and the aftermath, you’ll want to look at who took over in the Research Society, and the quiet resignations file. And then...” He reeled off a series of names. “Alder, Wrightman, Lewis, Fitzwilliam, and there’s one more.”

      “Sutton, sir.” Evans was very prompt with that.

      Master Wilson grinned at her. “Just so. Go to.” He then turned back to Lydia, confident she would. “Mistress Evans is here from half-eight to half-five, hour for lunch at noon. You have her time until lunch on Thursday, but you are not important enough for overtime. See you remember.”

      Lydia had to smile at it, but then she did her best to be properly serious. “Of course, sir. And I know the rules. One envelope at a time. Don’t mix things up. Check them in and out with her.”

      Master Wilson nodded. “Her desk is there.” He gestured four desks down, in pride of place. It was the productive sort of slightly untidy: several piles of files were out, but they clearly had purpose. “Pencil only. We can’t risk ink spills.” If anyone invented a charm against ink spills that didn’t interfere with the indexing charms, they’d make a fortune in certain circles.

      “Of course, sir.” Lydia waited for him to say something else.

      He just nodded once, and got up, going briskly over to another of the desks. Lydia waited until he was gone, then drew out her notepad and three pencils - already sharpened - from her pencil case. By the time Mistress Evans came back, she was as ready as she was going to be.

      “Which first?”

      “Quiet resignations, please, Mistress Evans.”

      “Ev.” The single syllable came out clearly enunciated, a moment before a thick folder was put in front of her. “Quiet resignations, last three years.”

      “Beg pardon?”

      “Call me Ev. Are you Pyle or something else?” Her voice was brisk, but cheerful enough.

      “Lydia, please. Though Pyle’s fine if you’d rather.”

      “Not the most euphonious short names. Lid. Pile.” She shrugged, amused at the wordplay. “What next?”

      “Research Society, please, and then the names. I expect I’ll have a better idea once I’ve got through this.” Lydia tapped the folder with the envelopes.

      Ev left her alone, going back to the filing cabinets. Lydia quickly lost herself in the work, going through each folder and scribbling down notes. By the time she came up for air ninety minutes later, her stomach was rumbling and she desperately needed to resharpen all of her pencils.

      She waited for Ev to look up and then caught her attention. When the older woman came over, Lydia cleared her throat. “Not to be a bother, but where can I sharpen my pencils?”

      “You’ve twenty minutes to lunch. Would another pencil do you?” It would and did. Twenty minutes later, Lydia brought her satchel with her, checking all the files back in to Ev’s desk, and waiting while they locked everything up. She then ducked out with a “Back at one.” and went to the cheapest cafe she knew. It was a good quarter hour walk. But it gave her the chance to check in with a couple of sources along Club Way, the various staff who were out and about at this time of day on all sorts of errands. They picked up interesting information, some of which they were willing to share.

      At two minutes after one, she was back at her assigned table, and hard at work again. At twenty past five, she was tidying her notes up. She’d got most of the way through the quiet resignations folder, she’d have to pick up her pace tomorrow if she could. And she’d be up all night reconciling her notes. Assuming, of course, that she could get hold of Galen for the other part of her plan. All the research in the world wouldn’t help if she couldn’t do that.

      When she caught Ev’s eye, she nodded. “I’ll need that top envelope in the morning, and might need to go back to the whole thing when I’ve looked at the rest. More pencils.”

      Ev nodded. “You can come to lunch with us tomorrow, if you want.”

      Lydia expected it would be a bit pricier than she wanted. They got a steady salary down here, unlike her piecework by the story. But knowing more about the clerks in the morgue could be only to the good. “I’d like that. Thank you.”

      That done, everything handed over, she took herself off to the Dwellers. She could scrounge something from the kitchen there, almost certainly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          THAT AFTERNOON, THE DWELLERS’ HOUSE, TRELLECH

        

      

    

    
      The charm light on Thomasina’s lab flipped from off to on, just as Lydia was trying to decide whether to wait around. She knocked four times and knew Thomasina would come out to the sitting room when she was ready. In the meantime, Lydia could make tea and scrounge for biscuits.

      She had a tenuous place here. She was not, officially, part of the club. Quite literally, in this case. She was not a sworn Dweller of the Forge. They were one of the secret societies that brought in young bright-eyed students at Schola, and then sent them off into the world to be firebrands. For one thing, she hadn’t gone to Schola. She’d had five years at Dunwich instead, learning a great deal about trade and accounting. It had turned out to be more useful for reporting than she’d realised at the time.

      It had been a great triumph when they’d told her she’d been clever enough, had her magic come to her fingers deftly enough, to get in. But now that she had spent time with people who’d gone to Schola, she knew there was a vast gap between what they’d learned and how they’d learned and what she knew.

      Despite that, over the past year or two, she had become more friendly with Martin. He was a fellow reporter, but not in competition for the same sorts of stories. Up to two years ago, you rarely saw Martin without Galen, his sworn brother since they were thirteen. They made an unlikely pairing, one from a family nearly as working class as Lydia’s own, the other from one of the wealthier families in Cornwall, at least.

      But then Galen’s parents had interfered in a murder investigation and been found guilty of several other things. Ever since, Galen had been wrapped up in the family business and estates. He’d not been around the place much, and Lydia was fairly sure Martin only saw him every fortnight or so. Less, maybe.

      Since then, Martin had asked her around more, and made sure she could come in and make use of the space, so long as she paid her tab. They were not nearly so exclusive about who could come and go as most of the clubs. She’d asked about it once, and Miriam had grinned broadly. “How are we supposed to have new interesting conversations and build connections if we’re always talking to the same people?”

      The Dwellers, as a society, were founded on the premise of Prometheus bringing fire to humankind. They danced around the fundamental renegade spark that made transformation possible, it made sense that they would keep reaching out. Inviting in.

      Lydia had been sure Martin knew she was grateful for a warm room, where she didn’t have to pay for the heat or magic it into existence. And lights she didn’t have to will into shining herself, and running water on tap rather than a pitcher in her room in the boarding house. He’d lived like that for long enough himself, she knew that much.

      All of which meant she was welcome to scrounge from the plates of biscuits and the general run of tea put out as a routine thing. But she didn’t have the money to eat here often; they liked interesting food, rather than inexpensive food. There was nothing wrong with that, but Martin had the benefit of Galen willing to pay his tab. And Lydia suspected there was some sort of fund for assistance for members of the Dwellers, anyway. They were that sort of unremarkably generous to their own.

      She shrugged and settled in with a couple of biscuits while the kettle worked up to a boil. As it started singing, Thomasina came out of her lab, closing her door and pressing her hand against the blood lock. Too many dangerous things to risk someone else getting in there, she always said. Lydia worried about what would happen if there were an emergency, but Thomasina just smiled and said she’d thought of that.

      “I’m famished. If I order a meal, will you eat? My treat. I’ve just had a breakthrough.”

      “Like you have to ask.” Lydia grinned and waited while Thomasina went to order. There was an arcane system of pneumatic tubes that ran through the building carrying message capsules. Thomasina wrote what sounded from the scratching like either a substantial order or a detailed one.

      When she came back, she was grinning. “A bit of a feast.” She was in a very expansive mood, then. She settled down in one chair with a slight bounce that shook the curls piled on top of her head.

      “Anything you can talk about yet? Not on the record. I’ve got something else at the moment.”

      Thomasina shook her head. “Not today. Still too newly hatched. A week or so, when I can duplicate it a couple of times.” She grinned even more broadly. “Bigger feast then.” She stretched. “Let me go wash up.”

      Lydia waved a hand, and went back to nibbling on the biscuits, drawing a book out of her satchel to read. She’d never had an easy time reading while waiting for something to happen, but she could fall into a book at a pause like this freely enough. Thomasina took her time about it, coming back to plop down in the comfortable chair with a thump.

      “And how long have you been working today?”

      Thomasina yawned, amused. “Since about five this morning. And I went to sleep at midnight, so.”

      Lydia shook her head. “Well. Food and then sleep, right?” Thomasina kept a room here, next floor up, so she didn’t have to go far when she was deeply enthralled in her work. Which was, admittedly, much of the time. “Is Galen expected any time soon?”

      Thomasina tilted her head.

      “It’s Monday.” Lydia was sure the other woman had forgotten. “About half five now.”

      “Might get him in an hour or two if we’re going to? If you wanted to stick around. And if I haven’t forgotten which week it is.”

      “October 26th.” Lydia leaned back as one of the staff came up the stairs, and then pulled the ropes to bring food up from the kitchen below. It was indeed a feast, two trays of food, one stacked with circular bamboo baskets.

      “What do you want Galen for, anyway?” Thomasina stretched her hands, as if to ease aches.

      “I’ve got a chance at a complicated story, the sort that takes months of research, but I think I need help to meet the right people for it. I can dress up right, enough, but he really is right for it.”

      That got her a raised eyebrow while the food got set out. French onion soup topped with crusty bread and melted cheese. The bamboo containers held a range of dim sum. The afternoon cook here had come from Hong Kong, and many of the society enjoyed the range of small edible options.

      Unusual food, in the heart of Trellech, but Lydia had found they went well with an energetic discussion and she’d come to enjoy them. And she knew how well that sort of thing worked if you were feeding an unknown number of people. And making use of whatever was easy to get at the market to keep the costs down.

      Once they’d sorted out what they had to choose from, Thomasina gestured at Lydia. “So tell me about this story. Maybe I can help you persuade Galen.”

      Lydia tried to piece that together. “Why would you help?” Thomasina lived in her own world of alchemical formulae, brilliance, and perhaps a few too many fumes. And besides, while the Dwellers had been friendly to Lydia, it had all been about sharing information. Not trading favours. This was a big one to start with.

      “Well, it sounds interesting. You know I enjoy interesting. I have to have something to keep me busy when I’m waiting for something to distil.” Then Thomasina shrugged. “And Galen could use a bit of amusement.”

      “How is he doing these days? Do you know?” It was not the sort of thing Thomasina usually paid attention to. But she had a mind like a steel trap for things she overheard in passing, and you never knew what she’d remember.

      “They were in, oh, a fortnight ago? No, it must have been longer. Middle of September, they were talking about the Michaelmas rents and what was involved in all of that. You’d make better sense out of it than I would. Anyway, he was relieved they’d made it to harvest without too many catastrophes, and looking forward to a breather. The winter’s quieter. And then he and Martin and Laura went out for supper. I’ve been in the lab, mostly since then.”

      Lydia nodded. “I like Laura, the bits I’ve talked to her. And she and Martin seem to do well together.”

      “Oh, very. Living together seems to be grand for them. I’m not sure how anyone manages it. Honestly, I’d always be yelling at someone for moving my things.”

      Lydia snorted at that. “Me too. Though I’ve only ever lived with my family or the rooming house, tiny little room, all my things jammed in. No space for an extra person, which I’m sure is entirely intentional, even for a visit.”

      “What happens if you want to talk to a friend?” Thomasina leaned forward, snagging a bit of shumai deftly with chopsticks.

      “We go down to the front parlour to be peered at disapprovingly by Mistress Pierce. Over her glasses.”

      “Do you pay a lower rent to make up for the disapproval? I’m certain I couldn’t live with that.” Thomasina took a bite, then sighed contentedly. “The food is grand.”

      “She’s not that bad about other things. The food’s quite edible, the beds aren’t exactly soft, but they’re not bad. She doesn’t skimp on the heat in the winter or the hot water in the bath, which is a lot better than most places. At least if I can take my bath outside of the high demand hours.” Lydia shivered. “I’ve had entirely too many cold baths in other places when I didn’t have the energy to warm up the water myself. Her son does plumbing and heating and all that, which is a help. She’s a widow.”

      Thomasina tilted her head. “Not a way I’m used to living, but better than you had is good.” She wriggled her fingers. “What does this new job mean? The one you want to get?”

      “It would be a long project. The complicated things, sometimes that can be months of research, and I don’t have other money to fall back on. So I can only do it if the paper backs me. Pay my salary hoping to get something amazing out of it in the long run.” It felt, now she was talking about it, a little fragile, like it would shatter if she said too much.

      “And what do you need to do that?”

      “Luck.” It came out of Lydia in a rush. “And the chance to be in the right position to make use of it. That’s the tricky part. I can do hard work till the cows come home. But that isn’t enough for a great story, the kind that gets people buying papers for weeks, talking about it day after day.”

      “And a bit of help.” Thomasina considered. “Is this a story Martin would take on?”

      “Not his sort of thing.” Lydia shrugged. “I got my job by taking a few risks. There used to be a thing, for women reporters, back in the 1880s and 1890s. When everyone thought they couldn’t, or they should keep to society events and maybe a few decorous reports on the parts of agricultural fairs that don’t actually involve animals. Which shows what that sort knows about farm life.”

      Thomasina laughed, letting it tail off into a giggle. “And you?”

      “Originally? I got myself hired by one of the big apothecaries. Not the small independent ones, you remember, there were a few people making bigger batches? In some dangerous ways, it turns out. I could keep track of what was going on, document it, get the Guard called in. Well, the Penelopes, to investigate.” That was their job, after all. “And now, that kind of larger production is strictly regulated, and hard to get approval for.”

      Thomasina flicked her fingers. “I remember that. Awfully badly done alchemy, besides anything else.” She would, of course, care about that first.

      Lydia was about to say something else, when they both heard footsteps on the stairs, and Galen’s voice. “Hello the lounge. Anyone up here?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          LATER THAT AFTERNOON

        

      

    

    
      Galen poked his head into the upstairs lounge, just as he heard Thomasina say, “Me. And Lydia. Though I was about to go sleep.”

      He came in to find both of them on the comfortable chairs, with the remains of a small feast. He grinned at Thomasina. “Breakthrough, I gather? Martin said you hadn’t appeared yesterday.”

      She shook her head. “Lydia came round looking for you.” Lydia wrinkled her nose. She was looking like it had been a long day, Galen thought. Her hair was coming down in wisps from where she’d pinned it on the top of her head. And there was a smudge of graphite or maybe ink by one ear.

      “Um, yes?” Galen came over. He wasn’t sure what to expect here, and he didn’t entirely like that.

      Thomasina waved a hand. “Help yourself to the remains. I gather there’s still a lot of shrimp shumai and some of the pork buns if you want to order more.” Galen diagnosed that at least some of the Jewish Dwellers had been around for tea, in some number.

      “Thanks. Go sleep. Julius said if you want to come round and chat next week, he’ll have time.”

      Thomasina nodded, and stretched as she got up, before going to the door that led upstairs to the bedrooms. Lydia watched her go, then turned her attention back to Galen, and he flushed.

      “Julius?” was what she asked first. “That’s your brother, right?”

      “You’ve never met him. Don’t feel badly about forgetting the name.” Galen shrugged. “He had a bad facial injury in the War. He’s got a proper alchemy lab set up now, on one of the country estates, and two assistants. Plus Blythe, they’re engaged, getting married next spring.”

      “The whole, um. Thing with your parents.” It was not a graceful use of words, but Galen nodded. She swallowed, trying to avoid the awkwardness and mostly failing, but not in an offensive way. “And Thomasina?”

      “Different line of work, but they like talking through their research problems with each other.” Galen considered, then took a breath. He had been in the office all day. He was wearing business clothes, and his tie and collar suddenly felt uncomfortably tight and formal. “You wanted to talk to me?”

      Lydia took a deep breath. “I - I would very much like your help with something. Introductions, probably.”

      “Introductions?” He gestured. “You’re a reporter. You know hundreds more people than I do.”

      “A specific sort of introduction.” She ran her hand through her hair. Galen could see - he was finally learning to read - the little signs that she was nervous, that she was deferring to him. He hadn’t expected that. She’d always treated him with amused attention before, and he wasn’t sure he liked the change. She was five years older, give or take, confident, established in her profession.

      “Look, back up several steps, and start there? Please?” He leaned forward to snag one of the pork buns, taking a bite. When she hesitated, he added, “I came to see if there was anyone around. I know Martin’s busy. I don’t have any particular plans.”

      “All right.” She took half a minute to gather her thoughts, and Galen didn’t rush her. He was, frankly, a little curious now. “I need a big story.”

      “Like Martin did. Only I know you do different kinds of stories. Mostly shorter and more - um. Intense?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Some of the General Strike reporting. What it was like at home, in the smaller villages.” Lydia swallowed, and Galen could see her preparing to launch into it, like a horse about to gallop. He waited. “I need an introduction to some people. I don’t know exactly who yet, I’m still doing the research.”

      “And you think I can help with that?”

      She bobbed her head, her hair shifting. “Rich people. With power.”

      “They don’t - why me?” Galen was baffled, he couldn’t imagine why she thought that would work. “Start further back.”

      “You’re not saying no.” Lydia said, and he wasn’t sure she meant him to hear it.

      “I’m not saying yes, either. I’m saying you’re making no sense.”

      She took a deep breath, a sip of the tea, and tried again. “How much have you been following, starting last summer, when there were all those arrests? It was right around the strike. Lord Sisley, half a dozen other people.”

      Galen says, “I remember the strike, of course. Martin was in the thick of it. You too?”

      Lydia waved a hand. “We are not talking about the strike. The strike is old news. This is new news. Potential news.” She sounded very insistent.

      “I remember the arrests, vaguely. We were worried about the weather. Though not as much as last month.” There had been inches of snow on the ground in some places, and punishing sleet.

      “The trials wrapped up in September, most all of them.” That was one benefit of their Ministry, and a smaller population to deal with, compared to the non-magical community. Trials tended to be quite prompt, given the ability to require people submit to either truth-telling charms or the consequences. “And those are interesting, but they’re not the point.”

      Galen blinked. “The point is?”

      “The point is, that when you have a gap in who is in power, people step into it. I want to know who has. It’s been six months. That’s plenty of time for someone else to have got into the midst and begin building their own little fiefdom.”

      “And you think I know who it is?”

      Lydia shook her head. “I think you can get invited to the sort of places where it would be more obvious.”

      “And,” he hesitated, “bring you along with me.”

      She suddenly ducked her chin and flushed. “It sounds like a lot when you say it like that. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have.” She stood up, gathering her satchel.

      Galen reached to touch her hand. “Sit, please. I haven’t said no yet. I haven’t said yes, but I’m listening.”

      “All right. There are those trials, and there’s something else. A part I can’t figure out.” She sat down again, put the satchel down, and swallowed. “You remember the bit - you must have - about that trial about the attack on Lord Carillon.”

      “Given that’s Laura’s brother-in-law, yes. She hadn’t been at the party, but of course she was worried afterwards. All that bit about Madam Aylett disappearing in the night, leaving a couple of alchemy labs. Julius was curious about what was going on. He got some of the public reports, and he knew one of the journeymen pretty well.”

      Lydia’s chin came up. “That,” she said, “Is exactly what might be helpful. Would your brother talk to me? Or introduce me? Or something?”

      “He’s not terribly comfortable with strangers, I don’t know. I can ask. He might tell you who to talk to, anyway.” Galen shrugged. “He’s my big brother, by seven years. So mostly pretty established, one of the ones who made it through the War.”

      Lydia nodded. “So that’s one gap, where you wonder who’s doing that kind of work now. Both the more hidden parts, but also the aboveboard alchemy. It’s not like alchemists grow in trees.”

      “They’d grow in poison gardens.” Galen found himself wanting to tease her. She was looking pinched.

      She blinked, then snorted. “I suppose that explains why we don’t have an abundance of them. Some of those are fussy plants.”

      Galen tilted his head. “I don’t know that I ever knew where you went to school. If you did, I mean. Plenty of people just apprentice, not the Five Schools, I mean. I know you weren’t.” He felt himself getting more and more foolishly tongue-tied.

      She tilted her head. “Dunwich. I’m actually rather good at sorting out accounts, which turns out to be more relevant in journalism than it looks at first glance.”

      Galen swallowed. “Right. Schola, of course. I mean, that’s obvious.” Now he was babbling. That wasn’t any help at all. “Um. Please go on?”

      Lydia thankfully ignored how idiotic he was sounding. “Now, the thing about Madam A, as the papers have dubbed her - I think it’s because her husband was actually rather well-liked. Also, legitimately, it’s easier to make someone sound sinister if you call them by an initial. All very pot-boiler and penny-dreadful.” She wrinkled her nose.

      “You don’t approve?” Galen leaned forward. “I thought selling the story was the thing.”

      Her shoulder twitched, a hint of irritation, before she deliberately seemed to settle. “Think of it as different paths in the woods that come together and part and come together and part. If you always play to the show and the glitter and the eye-catching headline, eventually you stop being true to the news. On the other hand, a lot of the news - the essential, important information people do actually need to know, or at least some people - is often fairly boring. Or at least awfully repetitive.”

      “So in an ideal world, you would have regular infusions of interesting new events that would give some perspective. Epic moments, turning points in human history. The General Strike, for example, the kind of thing where the impact plays out for years. And then you would have the more routine things, the shipping schedules, the financial news, the details about new inventions or products, the arts, whatever else, in amongst it.”

      Her chin came up, then she leaned forward. “You’re smarter than you look.”

      Galen laughed, but he found himself very pleased by the praise. He’d always found Martin’s fellow journalists much faster and wittier than he was. “Martin rubs off.” That seemed safe enough to say, without causing more trouble.

      “Well.” Lydia seemed at a loss for words for a moment. “So, that’s one area I’m curious about, but I haven’t had a way to investigate it. And I still don’t. Which meant I started thinking about other areas, where a follow-up might be interesting. Even important. Shining a light on something that got missed. That got me onto the serpent society, whatever they were calling it, they had their tails in many things. Fingers? I don’t know what the metaphor is. And I know some of that crossed over into the non-magical community.”

      “And you think I can help with that?” Galen blinked. “I barely know my way around Trellech society. And by barely, I mean I have only managed to horribly insult three people this month by not knowing their family history.”

      “But you’re still in that place where everyone sensible realises you’re still new to your role, right?” Lydia was leaning forward again, rather avidly.

      “Um, yes?” Galen was not at all sure where this was going. Or whether he liked it.

      “That’s excellent. There’s space for you to pick up some sort of new interest or ask questions. Someone who was well-established, everyone would wonder if they pick up a new interest. But you’re still trying things out, exploring. If it’s an ordinary sort of posh interest, no one would think twice.”

      “What sort of interest are we thinking of here?” Galen asked cautiously. “And I don’t know what I think about your theory. I mean. Lord Carillon - Laura’s brother-in-law, he does different things.”

      “He also spent years and years outside of Albion. Before and after the War. When he came back, people had no idea what to expect except the bits they knew about. Huh. Stables, stables.”

      “I’m a lousy pavo player.” Galen warned.

      Lydia tilted her head. “You play? I mean, I’ve played bohort a fair bit. I’m not up to league standards, but I have a good time.”

      Galen considered how to explain how bohort - a game of puzzles and cleverness and magic - became immensely more complicated when you were mounted on a horse who had a mind of its own. And a sense of self-preservation, which was sometimes more relevant. It had been considered amazing training for cavalry mounts, and for the chargers knights rode into battle before that.

      “It’s more complicated than that as a game, but - I appreciate a good match. You shouldn’t expect me to be playing.”

      “How do you feel about horses in general?” That had a speculative tone to it.
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      “Horses?” Galen blinked at her. “I’m a decent rider. I enjoy them. What should I be thinking about horses?”

      Lydia leaned back, chewing her lip. “The thing I’m wondering,” she said, “Is whether the place I should look is within the magical community - or outside. If you were looking for the movers of power, where would you be looking?”

      Galen blinked, but he could see the theory. “Where do you get the most leverage, you mean? Albion’s trade is a good size, but it’s nothing compared to the empire’s. And most of what Albion produces is small scale. Crafters, not factories.”

      “A fair amount of grain and such, dairy, but that’s a different portion of the economy.” Lydia agreed. “The captains of industry, they’re almost entirely non-magical.”

      Galen flicked his fingers. “Not all of them. But most. I agree.” He swung one foot. “Which means?”

      “How do you feel about horses? Specifically putting it about you’re thinking of buying a racehorse? Or a share in a racehorse?”

      He let out a low whistle. “I don’t know. It might look like I’m being profligate with money. I can’t afford that. Literally or metaphorically.”

      “But you’d be willing to ask around?” Lydia’s voice was more urgent.

      Galen flicked one of his fingers. He never knew how to explain this part. Not to Martin, especially not to anyone else. Laura actually understood. She’d grown up with money and then seen it all slip away, and now she had no money worries, thanks to her sister’s marriage. “It depends. Tell me more about what you want, and I’ll explain.”

      Lydia swallowed. Galen saw the bobble, the way Martin sometimes got, when he asked something and then wasn’t sure he should have. If he had the right to. Galen leaned forward to snag a bit more food, and give her a chance to think. When she spoke again, it was slow. “What I want is some sort of way to watch the patterns of people in the right sort of social circles. Money. Power. Social status. Horse racing seems like a place I could do that.”

      “Fair enough. And an easier place to get an invitation than most.” He considered. It wasn’t a bad idea. In fact, it had quite a bit of promise, if he could do his part. “You’re right, I could pass. We have some business connections there. They know I’m near enough a country squire, land, old family, even if they can’t quite place us properly. Since we didn’t go to the right schools by their way of thinking.”

      “And will you?”

      “Wait.” Galen held up his fingers. “Here’s the other part. I know you feel I have money, and I do. But when you have money, there are gradations of having money. Some people can spend money like water, and not run out. We’re not like that. I’m still rebuilding the business. And like it or not, the estate has to pay for my parents and their housing.” They were disgruntled in their house arrest on one of the smaller family estates. “My father doesn’t have control over any of it, but it doesn’t stop him thinking he should have a say. And we have the tenants and landholdings to think of, and I wanted to make improvements this year.”

      Lydia peered at him. “That’s not the sort of problem I know about, no. Either part of it. So, all right. You can’t just go buy a racehorse. I assume.”

      “Racehorses are the sort of excessive expenditure my mentor would frown on. But I can ask him about going to the races, putting it about I’d like to think about it eventually. I’d like to learn more. Maybe buy a share sometime. I can probably do that.”

      “Can?” Lydia let out a breath. “Will?”

      “What exactly are we talking about here, in terms of time? What you need from me?” Galen gestured with one hand, realising he needed to clarify. “Martin and I have done something similar enough - bringing him along with me, vouching that he’s the right sort of chap. But this would be a new set of people, mostly.”

      Lydia hesitated. “The obvious thing, um. Would be if you were squiring me around.”

      That was the obvious choice. They didn’t look at all alike. She couldn’t pass for his sister, or even really his cousin. But there were other challenges. “Do you know what that involves?”

      Lydia squared her shoulders. “I’m up for the challenge.”

      “I’m not saying you’re not.” Galen snorted. “But - look, humour me, all right? Define the challenge. What’s involved?”

      To her credit, Lydia didn’t charge ahead into it. She stood for a moment, going over to put the kettle on again. “More tea?”

      “Black, please.” Galen leaned back and waited patiently.

      Boiling the water again kept her busy for a good several minutes, and she brought the pot back, holding it carefully. While she waited for it to steep, she settled back in her chair. “You haven’t escorted anyone else around to those sorts of parties.”

      It was a statement, not a question, and he raised an eyebrow. “How do you know?”

      “I do listen to the gossip. Here, and other places. The head housekeeper at Bourne’s is a friend.”

      Galen snorted. “Figures.” That was the most posh of the clubs where he now had a membership, but also one particularly good for steady business connections. It had not been his father’s favourite. “You are correct. I haven’t had the taste for it. Mother was trying to marry me off well when she invited Laura out. And Laura’s grand, but as she says, not a good wife for me. She suits Martin better.”

      Lydia looked Galen up and down. “And you’re not jealous?”

      Jealousy wasn’t the right word. Laura had been right, of course. He knew that when she’d so gently turned him down. They’d have made a fair go of it. And then they’d both have avoided confrontation about something, then something else, then another thing. After not too long, they’d have found themselves in their own corners of their own lives. He wasn’t sure what he wanted out of marriage, but it wasn’t that.

      “She was right, that we wouldn’t suit in the long run. And Martin’s glowingly happy. She’s become a friend, and I could use more of those.” He hesitated, then asked, “And you? No one you’ve been seeing.”

      Lydia snorted. “There aren’t exactly men knocking down my door. You’re enough younger. Too many men my age gone, dead, or so badly hurt that they’re not thinking of marriage. An entire generation of spinsters. I don’t mind it too much. I mean, I’d make a lousy housewife, now wouldn’t I? I can’t cook, I hate cleaning. I more than did my time helping raise my younger siblings. I don’t want to do that again any time soon, at least.”

      Galen nodded, then asked, almost idly. “How many?”

      “Five younger. I love them, but you have no idea how glad I was to move out when I did. Barely a minute to myself that wasn’t at four in the morning or midnight.”

      “And doing both on the same day doesn’t work so well.” Galen offered, a bit amused.

      She glared at him, holding it for the moment before she shook her head. “I am no fun when I’ve not had enough sleep.” Then she straightened her shoulders. “So if we do this thing, if you’re willing. What do I need to know?”

      Galen considered. “You need to look right. I don’t know how to do that. I know Laura can figure it out. You need to sound right, which you mostly do. Was that Dunwich?”

      Lydia grimaced. “It was. We had elocution lessons, if we needed them, which I did. Too much of the twistier parts of London otherwise.”

      Galen considered. “You won’t sound posh, like I do. Unless you can do that reliably, don’t try. I think we should be able to fit you out as the daughter of someone who’s made good money in some sort of business. Looking to marry into the landed gentry.”

      “Fit me out?” Her eyes went wide. “I didn’t think...”

      “You’ll need frocks. Some number of frocks. More than one. I don’t know the details. That is why we will ask people who do.” Galen shrugged.

      “I can’t,“ Her voice caught. “I can’t afford that.”

      “My funds don’t run to a racehorse. But they do run to some frocks. Or we might remake a few from the attics or something. I have attics.”

      Lydia leaned to look at him more closely. Galen stayed where he was. If she were asking for his help, she would get it. “There are some things here, I gather. Also in attics.”

      “I do not care which attics they come from, or where else, so long as they say the right things. Clothing speaks essays, at least. Sometimes novels. You want to come across as a little curious, out in the world at such things for the first time. Not an ingenue.” Galen considered her. “How are you at keeping up a backstory?”

      “That, I’m expert in. Newspapers, remember? I don’t enjoy lying if I can avoid it. But shading the truth is fine, and a fictional father of some new money sort of background, well, I can do that.”

      “Martin and I have a system. Easier in this case, since I’m being myself, with the usual modifications to avoid trouble with the Pact.” The oaths they’d all sworn to keep knowledge of magic away from those without it did require a certain amount of management. “Hats. I’m fairly sure you need modish hats.”

      Lydia laughs. “This might also be a case for gloves. I’m not sure.”

      Galen nods. “I can run something for a budget. Let me check this evening, and consult a bit. How quickly do we need to put this all together?”

      “Don’t spend your money yet. I haven’t got approval. Though I might get some expenses out of Morris. The editor.” She added the clarification quickly, though Galen knew perfectly well who he was, he’d heard Martin rant often enough.

      “And that’s what, Thursday?” Galen asked, considering.

      “Mmm hmm. By then I should have a list of people I’d like to try to meet, if I can. Be around.”

      “That will be the complicated part, I suspect. Figuring out how to get introduced into the proper circles once we know which the proper circles are. Do you have any ideas for that?”

      “Not yet. That’s where the research comes in.” Lydia let out a frustrated puff of breath. “If I were the sort of woman who had gone to finishing school in the Swiss Alps, it would be easy. Then I could just make noises about that. No one ever checks. So many girls are just there for a year or two, so you can be quite close in age and not overlap.”

      “And you know all this why?” Galen asked, suddenly amused.

      “I might have investigated it as an option a couple of years ago. Different investigation, naturally. Something about cosmetics.”

      “Right. So you have some idea how things go. You find out the names, I’ll talk to my mentor, see if he has any connections he knows about we can borrow.” Galen considered his options. Alastair was going to want chapter and verse on his plans. He’d need to think about that tonight. They had their regular meeting on Wednesday.

      Lydia must have seen something change in his expression. “Is he going to be angry with you?”

      Galen shook his head. “Not angry, no. He’s used to Martin and our exploits? Not that we’ve had many the past year, but he’s heard the older stories. I just need to figure out how to explain what you’re looking for clearly. He likes me to have a plan, and to move forward with it. I can convince him this is good practice for other things. And it’s our quiet season.”

      “All right.” Lydia sounded only modestly convinced. “Do we meet up Thursday if I get permission and backing?”

      “Thursday evening.” Galen agreed quickly. “I can take you to supper, if you want. Or we can do things here.”

      They left it at that, and at that point Lydia excused herself to go prepare for her research tomorrow.
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      “So, tell me the details again.” They were up in an attic of the Dweller’s club, and Lydia had her arms full of a billowing pile of fabric. Thomasina perched on a desk, her feet hanging off the edge. Alicia Morgan was rummaging through racks of clothes, and then fell upon a wardrobe behind one rack with a glad cry. It was like something out of a fairy tale, the poor relation getting to go to the ball.

      Alicia had hair as improbably blonde as Galen did, but pulled hers sharply back. Long, still, which suggested she was actively engaged in magical work. But she used some sort of potion in it that left it sleek and shining, making Lydia very aware of all her stray wisps.

      Which, honestly, was a bit how Lydia felt at the moment. She had got permission for the story, and for three months research pay to investigate, with the possibility of an extension if she uncovered enough of use. Either for her or for another reporter, which was always the trick. That wouldn’t make her name, even if it might pay her bills.

      Ev had turned up a large stack of references in the end. Lydia also had permission to make use of her time for a bit of each week for ongoing research. At the moment, Lydia had a lot of vague ideas, and no certainty about any of it. She just could feel the pull that meant there was a
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