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      What if you had ancient magic on your side? 

      

      Vivian has become a trifle bored with the routine of her inquiry agency and her commitments to the fae-blooded community. When a young man asks for help stopping mysterious events at a boarding house his uncle runs, she takes the case.

      Cadmus knows a great deal about classics and ancient Greek, but this is beyond his ability to translate. He’ll do anything to keep his home safe and give his nephew a proper start in life. If he must, Cadmus will even wrestle with his quite sensible fears of unfathomable magical beings.

      Dangerous flowers, ghostly figures, and spooky lights were bad enough, but then Cadmus stumbles across one of Vivian’s most closely held secrets. If they don’t learn to set aside their old habits and trust each other, things could end horribly for everyone else in the house.
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      Join Vivian and Cadmus near Oxford in 1922 as they take part in a seance, dive into the past, and just possibly dance into a new future together. 
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            ONE

          

          WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 4TH 1922 IN TRELLECH

        

      

    

    
      “Vivian? Do you have time to see someone this afternoon?”

      Vivian glanced up at her assistant. “What sort of someone?” All she had waiting on her desk was finishing a report for the Minister of Flora and Fauna about some investigations into perfume ingredients of dubious origin. That had not quite been her usual line of work, but it had involved a satisfying amount of subtle conversation.

      “It’s a young man, Farran Michaels. He was at school with Anthony, and he’s been worrying over something.” Eleanor shifted from one foot to the other, her mist-blue skirt swaying with it. She was nervous, then, as that was one of her most obvious tells. It made Vivian frown, because she couldn’t think what would make Eleanor that uncertain about asking her.

      “That is not like you, Eleanor. I suppose he is in your sitting room at the moment?” That would be the house two doors down, to be precise, which Eleanor ran with the same precision she ran the office, keeping her younger siblings firmly in line. It served them all well, generally, since Eleanor had been widowed young, and she’d lost both parents around the same time.

      Eleanor met her eyes, unexpectedly fierce. “He’s a good sort, Vivian, and he doesn’t know what else to do.” A personal interest, then, and possibly a personal problem. Eleanor was usually straightforward, innately practical, and utterly resistant to bribery, among her other virtues. For her to suggest that much, the boy was not only a good sort, but had her willing to extend herself on his behalf. Curious. Very curious.

      “What does Anthony think of him?” Anthony was Eleanor’s brother, the youngest by a few years, and a bit of a pet in the family.

      “Oh, looks up to him no end. Farran’s thoughtful, willing to help out. I’m sure Anthony would have failed his Materia classes without Farran.”

      That at least gave Vivian a place to start. “What have you told him about me?”

      The younger woman shrugged, slightly, both feet steady again. “That I work for you, and that you know quite a few people who might be able to be of some help, and perhaps you could suggest someone.”

      “Someone?”

      “From what he’s said where I could hear - and I’m sure that’s not the whole story - there is something quite queer going on. The type of thing you would find intriguing, cousin. And you don’t have any cases that need your direct attention at the moment.”

      Eleanor calling on their relationship, that meant quite a bit. They were quite distant cousins, as their people counted it, and Eleanor’s line of the family were much more likely to go to one of the Five Schools, and to find positions in the web of connections and businesses that kept Trellech and the rest of the magical community humming.

      It was true she had no pressing cases at the moment. They came and went, and early autumn was often quieter, she’d found, for some reason. More people out on hearty outdoor walks, less cooped up by rain and inclined to plot and make trouble. Vivian took a deep breath. “More tea, please. For two.”

      Eleanor beamed. “Thank you, Vivian. Five minutes.”

      Precisely five minutes later, Vivian had put the papers on her desk away. She moved to settle in one of the easy chairs looking out the window, down toward the river. She heard the knock, and called out “Come.” The single precise word.

      A young man held the door for Eleanor, who had the tea tray, and who set it down, pausing to see if she should stay. Vivian nodded minutely, and then held out her hand. “Vivian Porter.”

      The young man took her hand, bowed over it with a kiss in the air above it. Old-fashioned manners, then, even by her standards. That was intriguing by itself. “I am Farran Michaels, Madam Porter. I appreciate your time.” It was a rather impressive presentation for a young man, even allowing for how his voice quavered for a moment when he said her name. He couldn’t be twenty yet, if he’d been at school with Anthony.

      She smiled at him. It would not put him at ease, of course, but that was not the point. “Eleanor tells me you have a curious situation?”

      Michaels nodded. “It’s my uncle.” He tried to figure out how to begin. “I am just out of school, Madam Porter. I began my apprenticeship in June. I have been living with my uncle the past six years, we’re the last of the immediate family. The family estate is called Thebes, just outside Oxford, quite a large manor, two wings and the main house, twenty two bedrooms.”

      He took a breath before continuing. “For the past decade or so, Uncle Cadmus has run it as a boarding house. Mostly for scholars and researchers who want to be convenient to the university, but still live in the countryside. Also artisans. There are outbuildings and such. One person made items out of stained glass, another was a painter, and so on. There’s a coppersmith right now. The estate has plenty of space, Uncle Cadmus started it as much to use the space as anything else.”

      That was an intriguing setup. Vivian hadn’t had much to do with boarding houses since her own apprentice days, too many years ago. But the mesh of personalities - or the lack of such integration - could present unique concerns. “And what does your uncle do, besides run the house?”

      “Oh, Mrs Cooper does all of that. She’s excellent.” He took a breath and then added something obviously important, but delicate. “She’s deaf - it’s relevant to the story. But she does the cooking, and the ordering. There are women from the village who come in every day for the cleaning and the laundry is sent out, and all. Very civilised. Not fancy, Madam Porter.” And she could tell he was looking at her, with her elegant suit jacket and skirt, her hair precisely so. “It’s home. And comfortable.”

      Vivian inclined her head, considering that. “That is a fine thing for an old house, to be comfortable,” she said, looking to put him more at ease. “But something happened?”

      Michaels nodded. “Two weeks ago, I went back for a few days, my master was working on something that meant I couldn’t be in the house or workshop. And - the feeling of it had changed. All weekend, I kept hearing people telling stories about...” He searched for the right word. “It sounds quite odd.”

      “Do tell me. I’ve an interest in folklore.” It covered a variety of sins and pleasures, folklore.

      He was a pleasant and obliging young man, and he was looking for her help, so of course he would tell her. “First, there were some odd events. Some sounds, but Mrs Cooper swore she’d seen things - the kind of thing you’d think were ghosts, except that Thebes - our Thebes, I mean - has never been haunted.”

      “Not requisitioned during the War as a hospital or anything like that?”

      “Oh, no. I mean, the East Wing were people doing War work. Something to do with publishing, I wasn’t told what. I suppose they wouldn’t have, though, especially to a school boy. And the West Wing had several nurses, from one of the hospitals nearby, and one of the hospital administrators, quite a scary woman.”

      There was something charming about him, the way he knew and owned his age. From her perspective of three score and three, it was almost refreshing.

      “It wasn’t just that, though. There was something curious with the greenhouses. Plants blooming out of season, or - differently. Mrs Gollard got quite a nasty rash from what should have been a perfectly normal orchid. And there were some stories about queer lights in the gardens at night.”

      “Nothing obvious, but - you know the property well, and it’s not as it should be.” The way the young man was talking, he also had a certain sensitivity to magical energies that was not common. Even by her standards. More to the point, the way he talked about the way the feel of the place had changed suggested it was not something anyone had nurtured in him, and not something he was used to discussing with other people.

      That made her decidedly more curious. Not just at what was going on, but why this young man talked about what he felt in a way much more like she’d expect from a cousin. She offered him an encouraging smile, to continue.

      Michaels let out a long sigh. “Yes, that’s it exactly, Madam Porter. Uncle Cadmus says I’m fussing over nothing, and I should put my head down and focus on my apprenticeship, I have a lot to learn.” He grimaced. “I’m not at all good at it.”

      She raised her eyebrow, but didn’t press. “What were you hoping for, when you came to talk to me?”

      Michaels looked up, visibly uncertain now, the easy manners shifting into nervous fiddling with one of his cufflinks. “I’m not sure, ma’am.” He glanced at Eleanor. “Mrs Norton, her brother and I are friends, and he suggested I tell him about it, talk it through. Mrs Norton heard, and said you might be willing to help. But I’m not sure what kind of help you can offer, ma’am.”

      Vivian nodded. “Is there space in the boarding house at the moment?”

      “Oh, yes, ma’am. Several nice rooms. Two en-suite. Why?”

      “Do you think you can forget you met me? Except perhaps very briefly as Mrs Norton’s employer?”

      Michaels went wide-eyed at that. “I think so, ma’am.” Gathering himself, he added, “It’s only this conversation, right?”

      Vivian laughed. “Just the one conversation to ignore having, yes. Quite simple. I think I will see about taking up a room for a little while. Your story intrigues me, and the things I need to work on right now can be done there. If your uncle asks, you can say you know I’ve an interest in folklore. I may need to mention I heard about the place from you via Eleanor here.”

      He bobbed his head.

      “Write down the address for me, please. Does your uncle have one of the journals? I know they’re rather dear yet.”

      That got her wide and earnest eyes again. “No, ma’am. He doesn’t hold with some of the new magical devices. Not until they’re tested. He - well, Classics people, ma’am, the ones I’ve met aren’t in a hurry for new things as a rule.”

      “I suppose that has a certain consistency, doesn’t it? A letter will do just as well.”

      “Can I - anything else, ma’am? And um, payment.” He went beet red.

      “You’re a young man. If you have money it’s probably in some sort of trust until your majority, yes?” And he was nowhere near inheriting yet, if he wasn’t yet twenty.

      He bobbed his head again.

      “Traditionally, I’d say you owe me a favour, to be collected later. But as you’re still under age, that seems a tad unfair. For the moment, you have presented me with an interesting question, and that will do. I may ask you to help if there is a future question where your skills or knowledge would be of assistance, but you are not bound to do so.” She kept her voice even, precise.

      It would be very easy to use the phrases that would make it a binding agreement. They hovered at the tip of her tongue, like a hummingbird. But she was neither her mother, nor her grandmother. And Eleanor would disapprove if she made it binding, and Vivian could not bear that.

      “Thank you, ma’am. Of course. If I can be of help, usefully of help...”

      She smiled, inclining her head. “Let Eleanor know how to reach you, if I need to get a note.”

      Eleanor picked up the cue immediately. “Off you go, Farran. If you stop by the house, there’s biscuits in the tin.”

      Michaels stood, made a slight polite bow, and let Eleanor show him out. Three minutes later, she came back in. “So. Usual things for a case away?”

      “Help me pack, forward the mail, and water the plants, yes.”

      “What’s the story?”

      “Oh, the same cover story will do. Folklore research.”

      “I’ll search out a collection of suitable journals and books to supplement your shelves.”

      “There was that recent article by - Wenna Newton, wasn’t it? On the various surviving legends about Fair Rosalind?”

      “Quite, and that might be helpful regarding the manor. No reason not to help them along a bit if it won’t cause trouble.”

      Eleanor laughed. “Or divert attention.”

      “That too, that too.” With that, they settled in to figure out the details of the necessary arrangements.
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      “Good morning, Mistress Gladstone.” Vivian nodded politely at the woman behind the counter of the bookshop. It was one of five shops along this street owned by the cousins. Most of their kind had preferences of whether they used the bookshop, the apothecary, the tea shop, the milliner, or the shoe shop to get to the back stairs. Whichever they picked, the back hallway would bring them to their real goal, the upstairs spaces. Vivian vastly preferred the bookshop, not least because it was the easiest to explain if someone saw her disappear in there for hours.

      Not that she usually stayed that long. She had limited patience for some of her cousins. Many, if truth be told. Eleanor had been a delightful breath of fresh air when she’d come to work for Vivian five years ago.

      The older woman nodded, and said “Good reading, Mistress Porter.”

      “I’m quite sure it will be.” That was the code that meant she could go straight up, without having to sidle her way back and avoid other customers. Given permission, she made directly for the stairs, following the twist of the corner. She felt the magic settle around her, as the warding recognised her permission to be here. The stairs came out in a small foyer, dappled with sun. She paused, setting her hat and her small basket on a hook on the wall. She turned to smile at the large elder bush spreading out along the short wall opposite the stairs from its large round wooden half-barrel of a pot.

      “Afternoon, Alfred. You’re looking well.” Which he was, by his standards, though decidedly less humanoid than the last time she’d seen him, only a few weeks ago.

      The branches rustled slightly. She suspected he’d be taken off to Shropshire by spring, to mind the doorway to the Realm he’d chosen. They’d get some much younger bush in, one who was still able to walk about the upstairs rooms and speak English. Some of the younger cousins were balking at the delicacy and patience needed to speak with less verbal guardians. Vivian knew it had been giving Alfred rather polite fits, as well as leaf spots.

      “Which way is Luned?” Easier than searching for her.

      It took a moment, a sort of coiling effort, but then the right hand branch quivered.

      “Thank you.” She made the small gesture of gratitude. Since she could see he’d been properly watered that morning, she nodded and went down the right hand hallway. As she walked, she listened for the conversations in the side rooms as she went. Two of the rooms were occupied, but from the little she could hear through the doors, they were the ordinary sorts of social gatherings the cousins preferred to have with no outside ears. The third door down, she glimpsed a flash of a white flower with a purple ribbon on the half-open door, and knocked on the door frame.

      “If your name isn’t Vivian, go away.” The voice inside was sharp.

      “It is. Morning, Luned. Bad night?”

      Vivian pushed the door open, stepping into the small room. Two chairs were pulled up by the window over the street, allowing them to see out, though charms blocked others from seeing people inside. Luned was not sitting, but instead was stalking back and forth, the heels of her shoes tapping on the wood floor and her hair bobbing with the movement.

      “Something the matter?”

      “The Belin are upset but entirely uncommunicative beyond a small fall of rocks and a bit of flooding from a river being dammed. The foxgloves are suffering some kind of blight in the Midlands. Alfred’s successor is not quite ready to take over, and we really should get him moved before the end of the summer, he’s gone thoroughly sessile the last fortnight. And now you want to talk to me, and I’m quite sure it’s not to take half a dozen matters off my plate.”

      Very sharp, then. Vivian spread her hands. Pacifying Luned wouldn’t work, it never did, but she could at least not add fuel to the fire. At least there wasn’t anything worse, though the Belin might be a worry.

      “I’ve got a job, I’ll be out of touch except by journal for the next... oh, few weeks, at least.”

      “And what about the new and full moon offerings?”

      “Eleanor will handle those, she’s had plenty of practice.” Vivian kept her voice steady. “And she’s quite skilled at handling the mail, you know that.”

      “And where will you be, then? Somewhere luxurious, no doubt?” Luned still resented that transatlantic trip Vivian had had to make for a case last year.

      “A boarding house for wayward academics near Oxford.” It came out sounding rather prim.

      “That manor?”

      “No, though the chance of hearing some of the gossip from the area does appeal.” Vivian wasn’t sure what she’d hear, as she wouldn’t be terribly near the mysterious manor that had reappeared after several centuries of magical absence, which was a bit north of Oxford proper. Certainly, she wouldn’t be close enough to overhear chatter in the local pub or wherever the researchers were sleeping and dining.

      “What sort of case?”

      “Ghosts, odd flowers showing up in the greenhouse, lights in the gardens, that sort of thing. Just enough to be intriguing, and my primary work at the moment is some background research and reports, nothing I can’t take with me.”

      Luned wheeled around, and looked Vivian up and down, then blew out a breath. “I can’t forbid you to go.”

      “No.” Vivian was patient. She was the elder here. More to the point, she’d set up her life so that a quite limited list of people could tell her what to do. The Grandmothers, not that they ever had, precisely. A few of the senior aunts, but generally only the ones with good sense. She worked well with Luned, but that didn’t mean Luned could order her around.

      “You’ll have your journal? In case there’s a problem?” There was a decided note of frustration in Luned’s voice, along with resignation.

      “I will. There’s no portal there, but there’s one a mile or two away. Easy enough to get to, if there is an emergency.”

      “What are you telling them you are?”

      “Well, they will assume I’m fully human. No need to glamour my eyes.” Hers were a pale green, unlike Luned’s rather more obvious yellow. “A spinster folklorist. Wenna Newton’s done some work in the county, so I’ve read up on what she did so I can do something else.”

      “Folk music, isn’t that her thing?”

      “Yes. Ghost stories might be too on the nose, if they’ve been seeing something, but perhaps stone circles, or I’ll stumble on something suitable.” She waved a hand. Half of folklore research was listening to whatever people wanted to tell you about, and she felt it was better to let them talk. People could be quite helpful that way, without ever realising it.

      “You’ll think of something. You always do.” It was grudging, but at least Luned had stopped pacing.

      “Can I take anything on while I’m there? Routine paperwork, that sort of thing?”

      “Oh, would you make a clear copy of the counts for the year? Up to whenever you do them? Your handwriting is so much more readable.”

      Not Vivian’s favourite thing, but manageable. “Of course. Bring them round tonight, or have Eleanor send them on, whichever suits.” It would at least give her an excuse to get out of difficult conversations if she needed one, or an excuse to go in search of conversation, as needed.

      Luned huffed, and then leaned back against the wall. “Do you expect difficulty in Oxfordshire?”

      “Not particularly, but - something about it, it made me curious. And you know I like to follow that up.”

      “Anyone else, I’d wonder if there was a handsome man involved.”

      “You know what I think about that. I’ve never minded a charming gentleman, but...” Vivian shrugged. “The ones who are actually my age aren’t able to keep up with me, the ones who can are - well, they’re the ones hit hardest in the War. And the younger ones are entirely too young. Farran is the young man who asked for my help. He was charming and well-mannered, but barely out of school. Though he might make one of the younger cousins a suitable partner, in a few years.”

      “You don’t usually think much of young men.”

      Vivian shrugged. “I’ve seen rather a lot of them get themselves in no end of trouble. I prefer them once they’ve figured out trouble has consequences and costs. But this one’s got a keener sense for the,” she angled her hand slightly, just so, “the feel of a place than most. I wouldn’t be surprised by a lost kinsman somewhere back, honestly. I find I want to figure out if it’s general or just his home territory. That makes a difference.”

      Luned snorted. “I suppose there’s sense in that.” She rubbed her face, most unlike her.

      “It really is bad, then?”

      “Nothing settled after the War, and the number of lords we lost, too many places aren’t properly tended to.”

      “They’re getting sorted, aren’t they? Just more slowly than we’d like?”

      “Some of them. We’re having to go quite far afield to find appropriate heirs for some of them. Or the lord of Ytene, the heir there was halfway around the world, and he’s only just settled in now. Thankfully, he has enough of the landsense to know what’s needed now he’s home.”

      “And some of them don’t.” It wasn’t a question, but more an expression of despair at the state of the world.

      “Some of them never had the landsense.” Which was the best word they had for it in English, even if it was unsatisfactory. “Some of them had it shattered, in the trenches. Some of them don’t feel it’s important, and it’s not a thing you can explain. Even if we could tell them, the Silence forbids what we’d want to say.” Luned made a sharp gesture with her hand, the flash of fingers thrown out, spread wide, averting unwanted magics.

      “Look, I don’t know how long this will take me, but once I’m back, let me take some of it on.”

      Luned looked up, eyes brighter under dark hair. “You mean it?”

      Vivian knew she’d regret that, but it was the right thing to do. “Enough to give you a break, at least. A proper break. Maybe a trip on one of the transatlantic liners. Nothing to do but be charmed and eat and drink well for a fortnight.”

      “Ah, now that’s a bribe. And perhaps a glimpse of our ocean cousins?”

      “Well, if that’s what you want, you could go up to Scotland. But that’s increasingly chilly this time of year. You know they’d let you join them.”

      Luned shivered. “Not in the cold, thank you very much. I don’t know how they manage.”

      “And they have no idea how we manage roads and big houses and automobiles. So there we are.”

      It made Luned laugh. “I suppose. And we are very good at what we do, aren’t we?”

      “Excellent.” Vivian grinned. “So. I’ll write. You’ll write. You can pop up to Oxford if you need to, or I can come down.”

      Luned let out a long breath. “Stay a bit? Tell me about your research?”

      Vivian nodded, finally moving to the chairs by the window. “Animal, vegetable, or mineral?” Any of the three would occupy them nicely for a few hours.
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          MONDAY, OCTOBER 9TH AT THEBES, JUST OUTSIDE OXFORD.

        

      

    

    
      Cadmus glanced out the window for the fourth time in three minutes. He hated this part of running the house, but there was nothing for it. He wanted to be upstairs with his books and his papers and his notes, rolling around in the elegance of Greek words that perfectly illuminated some nuance of meaning or context. He felt like he was himself, there, using his skills to craft something of use, bringing greater understanding. Everywhere else, he felt awkward, as if he’d been broken in the distant past and mended poorly. Or perhaps work-hardened would be a better way of thinking of it, where the next blow of the hammer, when it came, might shatter him into fragments. He didn’t know how to fix it, he had tried everything he did know, and none of it had worked.

      But if there was one thing classical authors had taught him, it was that hospitality mattered, that doing it properly was what made society work. Even if this was not at all the sort of hospitality most of them meant. He wasn’t a ruler in some citadel. He wasn’t even some outpost on a long trade road, far away from any other home. He was in a modestly large country home, convenient to Oxford and her spires. Nothing special, except to him. And Farran, he supposed.

      He glanced around, frowning again, at all the things he only noticed when he was waiting for someone. He couldn’t do a thing about the spot of staining on the ceiling, from the bad storm two years ago. Or the way the bookshelves had a bit of a sag to them. But the dust, above them, that spider web, he could ask Mrs Cooper to make sure the day help saw to that.

      In another time, in another world, it would have been Farran’s mother overseeing the place. Or his own sister. They’d been brought up to manage a house and staff. Delia, his sister-in-law, had a wonderful way with hosting. She was the creator of a cosmos in miniature, making him think of the way the Greeks saw the universe, as a great and intricate ornament. And Thera, his sister, she’d had a gift for making a space feel comfortable. She had been queen of all the little touches that encouraged one to linger and enjoy the beauty of a room. Or better yet, at least as far as he was concerned, the ones that encouraged one to curl up with a book in a comfortable chair.

      Cadmus was fine with ancient etiquette. He understood about offering cool water to wash the feet, not behaving like Penelope’s awful suitors, and being pleasant to people just in case they were a god in disguise. About how when people came together for the Mysteries, everyone was welcome, poor and rich, woman and man, slave and free.

      The modern expectations baffled him, and had since he was a schoolboy. He’d done all right when they were in school, when things were either explained properly, or were mysteries to everyone. He’d done better when he’d learned to wield hammer and anvil and been trained in how to share the forge with others.

      But the sort of ordinary social expectations that kept happening, those he had never mastered. There were codes to the flowers, with nuances that he always got wrong, even when he used the reference books. The colours he liked weren’t fashionable, and he couldn’t figure out why. And he had no idea how to plan a menu for other people, or make sure the laundry got done promptly. Never mind how to tell it was done well beyond the most obvious lack of stains.

      That was why they had Mrs Cooper. He said a prayer to Hestia, every day, thankful that Mrs Cooper was here and knew what she was doing. Even if there were cobwebs in the corners sometimes, there was always plenty of tasty food on the table. Linens were washed and hung to dry and put back on the beds, on a regular cycle.

      But they still needed someone to handle the accounts, and to be the face of the place. He couldn’t say the accounts were easy at the moment, nervously counting what repairs they had money for and what they didn’t. But he understood how the rows and columns of numbers worked, and how to set money aside for future needs. Cadmus was presentable enough, he supposed. He knew he didn’t look like much. He was no one’s idea of a heroic visage, being shorter than average, and with hair that was going salt and pepper in a very undistinguished sort of way. He supposed it matched the water stains and cobwebs.

      Most importantly, though, he was the only person who could meet a new resident. One of the men at the club had called him out on that, saying he should call them boarders or guests, and neither of those felt right. It was the wrong nuance. A resident had a stake in the house, even if it was different than his. Being a boarder implied a very mercenary transaction, one that made him uncomfortable. They were not guests, not in the Greek sense of xenia, because they would be here for quite a long time, some of them.

      He let out a breath, glancing out the window again, and finally seeing the cart pull up. He’d asked John, the gardener, to pick her up at the station, with her things. There was no portal nearby, unfortunately. Ann Porter was rather a mystery to him. She’d mentioned in her letter that she knew a friend of Farran’s, and Farran had suggested the place.

      Cadmus had asked Farran, who had shrugged in the way only a young man could shrug, and said she’d asked for a place to stay while doing some research. Cadmus couldn’t help thinking there was more to it. He’d been around Farran, day in and day out, barring when he was away for schooling, since Farran was six. His nephew’s little deceptions were entirely visible to him. Even if he had no clear way of teasing out what they were, they were there, like a crack in an urn that had been carefully turned towards the wall so it wouldn’t show to guests.

      The bell startled him out of his thoughts. He hurried to answer the front door, pulling the second, silent bell pull to let Mrs Cooper know someone else was responding. Working the latch, which was sticking again in the autumn damp, he finally got it open to manage a respectable, “Madam Porter? I’m Cadmus Michaels. Do come in, welcome to Thebes.”

      Before him stood a woman. Not a young woman, nor an old woman, but someone in the range of ages he was awful at guessing. Forty, perhaps? Less grey in her hair than he had. He knew some people used dye, or illusion charms. Other people laughed about it, at his club, or in the shops.

      If it was dye, it was better than most people’s, the brown had a richness of tone that reminded him of some of the shading on the better redware he’d seen. It had a depth of colour that was rather striking in contrast to her pale green eyes. She wore small wire-framed glasses, perched on her nose, and she was tall enough to be looking just a little down at him, like she was examining him. Her clothing gave the impression of a certain asceticism, all sensible navy blue fabric with little in the way of decoration.

      He offered his hand, and she shook it, without hesitation. “Thank you. I gather my trunk is being brought around.”

      “John will leave it in the kitchen hall until you see the rooms.” He’d already got off his expected lines, and it made him feel suddenly awkward, like he was speaking out of turn. He took a deep breath. “The usual way of things is, actually, usually people confirm they’d like a room here. I hope Farran explained how things work?”

      “That you have a number of long-term residents, that meals could be provided or not as I choose. And about my primary concerns which have to do with location.”

      “Ah. Yes.” Cadmus swallowed. “Let me show you the rooms I thought you’d prefer, first. If you like them, we can discuss from there while John brings your trunk up.”

      She nodded sharply, then just waited, with an unsettling patience.

      Cadmus gathered himself. “This way. May I take your bag?” She had a small carpet bag with her. She shook her head. “Thank you, no, I can manage.”

      He wondered, not for the first time, about her background. There was something of an exceedingly competent nanny about her. She seemed the kind of person who might soften occasionally at night or when dealing with some new scrape, but the rest of the time would have a strict schedule and high expectations. She wasn’t quite old enough to be a terrifying aunt, but he rather thought she was preparing to take on that role in a few years.

      He led the way up the main stairs, hoping she saw the faded and somewhat scarred wood of the bannisters as welcoming rather than dingy. They had been much battered by the last two generations of children in the house, and the scratches wouldn’t buff out anymore.

      “The guest rooms are in the east wing, on the first and second floors. The west wing are the family rooms, and the staff.” Cadmus was never sure what to tell people when.

      “I gather there aren’t many family?”

      “Just myself and Farran, who you’ve met. He’s only here sometimes, he’s apprenticing with a talisman-maker in Oxford. We have a live-in housekeeper.” This was the delicate part, and more than one person had stormed off once they met her or sniffed and disappeared, never to come back. “That is Mrs Cooper, I’ll introduce you once you’ve seen what you think of the room. And there are three women who come from town for the daily cleaning work. Laundry is sent out on Monday mornings, and is back on Wednesday evening.”

      He brought her down the hallway to the end. The best room open had a good view of the gardens, and perhaps this mysterious woman would like that sort of thing. It had its own bathing room and water closet attached, rather than sharing across the hall. He supposed the colours wouldn’t bother her, they were muted blues and greens, nothing startling.

      He opened the door. “I thought you would prefer this suite. En-suite facilities through that door like you requested, and a view of the garden from the desk. Do take your time and look around.” This was the point at which he usually withdrew, to wait in the hall. She swept into the room, and he felt pulled along in her wake, to stand awkwardly in the doorway as she inspected the space.

      She began by walking slowly once around the room, clockwise. She opened the door to the en suite, and then continued, before repeating the circle again, looking much more closely.

      This second time, Madam Porter pulled drawers out of the bedside table. She sat on the bed, very primly, her feet hanging just above the floor for a moment before she stood again, as if floating down to earth. Then she opened a window, making it clear she was one of those women who approved of a brisk breeze while sleeping or airing the room out. There were worse things, so long as she understood that it did not suit with having the fireplace burning.

      When she sat at the desk, she frowned, tapping something he could not see. “This desk, one of the legs is unsound. Is there an alternate that could be moved in here? Perhaps slightly larger?”

      That was not the best of omens, Cadmus had a whole system of them by now, but it was not the worst, either. After a moment’s consideration, he offered, “We have a few others not currently in use. If you’d like to use one of them instead, we can move it.”

      She nodded sharply, and stood, her skirts swirling. Cadmus was caught for a moment by the fabric. It wasn’t behaving quite like the ones he knew, cotton and linen and wool. Not cheap cloth, for all it wasn’t colourful or decorative, he suspected, it had a heft to it that wasn’t like the clothing of the other women residents. The detail nagged at him, as details sometimes did, until he firmly set it aside as a thing far too indelicate to enquire about.  She kept moving, checking for dust on the mantle and the state of the fireplace. That done, she disappeared into the bathing room, and he could hear her turn on the tap. She was in there long enough he was sure she was testing the hot water.

      At least they had no shortage there. His brother had put in the best of the magical boilers before his death. The water itself came from one of the local rivers, and got run through a series of pebbles and sand to filter it down to the highest purity.

      She reappeared, making one more pass of the room, peering into the corners. Cadmus was glad the cleaning women from the village had enough pride in their work. The other women he’d shown had checked some of these things - the men rarely noticed - but none had been as thorough as Madam Porter.

      “It will do nicely.” She offered a particular kind of host-gift. “That is a lovely view, thank you. I will most certainly enjoy it.” He couldn’t make sense of her tone, which was warmer now, but not exactly friendly. It was like there was still a great distance between them, made up of barbaric formalities that Herodotus would have done far better with.  “Your nephew mentioned you preferred coin to a cheque.”

      “If it’s not a bother.” He cleared his throat. “You should meet Mrs Cooper first.”

      She took a step, as if to follow him, but stopped as soon as she realised he hadn’t moved. “Is there a problem?” Her tone was clipped again. Then, she seemed to realise. “Your nephew mentioned Mrs Cooper is deaf. I do know sign, though I am rather rusty, and I learned in an isolated community up north, so I suspect my accent is rather queer. As it were.” Her tone had turned almost confiding for a moment, before she shifted back to brisk practicality. “Would you be able to help with a few questions about the meals? I’m not sure my vocabulary is up to all of it.”

      It felt like he’d swum out to sea and got caught in an undertow. He gawped, then managed a cautious, “Mrs Cooper will appreciate someone else to talk to, I’m sure.” It sounded entirely feeble, even as he heard it come out of his mouth.

      “Quite so.” Cadmus made sense of the words, but couldn’t make sense of the situation at all.  He realised with a start he hadn’t even mentioned the mealtimes. “Hot meals are eight, one, and half-six, for residents who wish to eat together. Otherwise, Mrs Cooper can arrange a tray or packed lunch.”

      Madam Porter nodded again. “Quite sensible. Do introduce me, then?” It was as if they were working off entirely different expectations of how this went. Hers were not illogical, but they kept flat-footing him.

      He hoped she wasn’t one of those people who had a list the length of her arm of foods she wouldn’t eat. That never ended well. Even worse were the people who would only eat food one specific way, usually boiled to mush.

      He wondered where she’d learned sign. Most people had no idea about it, or worse, considered it to be degraded or infantile or whatever other insult they wanted to apply. For her to come out with it that promptly, well, he wasn’t sure what that meant.

      “Has she been with you long?” The question jolted him out of his thoughts.

      “She came when I was ten.”
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      The kitchen was, in many ways, the best preserved part of the house. Cilix, his brother, had had it redone around the turn of the century, fully modernised and laid out sensibly. There was a large wooden work table in the middle, and all the space to cook a formal supper for two dozen if needed. Not a thing they did now, thankfully.

      Mrs Cooper was seated at one end of the table, where she could see the door. More importantly, she could see the charm lights that flashed above it when someone went through the frame, or answered the front door, or other such things.

      He wondered what Madam Porter would make of her. Mrs Cooper held everything together, but he admitted that she looked more than a bit shabby. So did he, if it came to that. They couldn’t afford to replace clothing just because it had gone a bit faded. Most of what they wore had migrated to a sort of dull beige and muted grey. Mrs Cooper’s apron was fresh and clean, except for a splash of something shockingly yellow near the pocket. Turmeric, by the colour, so she must have been making up a curry for Mistress Cole, who had a fondness for them.

      Cadmus waited for Mrs Cooper to meet his eyes, and then signed. “This is Madam Porter. She approves of the room.” He was careful to spell the name precisely. Then he added, “She signs and she has questions.”

      That brought a raised eyebrow, and then Mrs Cooper aligned herself subtly, facing Madam Porter, and her fingers moved again. “Good afternoon. Is your room good?”

      “Thank you, yes. Mr Michaels is changing a,” Here her fingers paused before she gestured with her fingers, outlining the shape of the desk.

      Cadmus shifted, making the sign once, for Mrs Cooper, and then again, facing Madam Porter, so she could catch it. Odd word not to remember, but if she was as rusty as that that could explain it. He knew he could forget a perfectly simple word in Greek when his mind was caught by something else, and he’d been reading Greek since he was eight.

      “Yes, thank you.” That was clearly to him. “I had a question about the food.” Madam Porter turned her head for a moment, to see if he was following. He nodded, though he moved into the kitchen to make it easier to see her hands move.

      If she had expected to sign, that might explain the dark clothing. He had no idea if she were the kind of person who thought about the benefits of contrast, and but her pale hands stood out clearly against the navy suit.

      She went on, a bit more smoothly. “How do you arrange the food?”

      It was not a question Cadmus had expected her to ask. Few people thought about that sort of thing, especially anyone who’d been in the kinds of houses Madam Porter’s clothing suggested. She might not be wealthy herself, but she certainly knew how a large house worked, even if it was a boarding house now.

      Mrs Cooper began explaining, her hands moving slowly, repeating a phrase here or there when Madam Porter queried. They went through several exchanges, then Madam Porter said, “I’m quite pleased so far, can you help me with some vocabulary? I can fingerspell, of course, but it’s the class of thing I want to convey.”

      Cadmus blinked but nodded. “Of course. Can you explain to me?”

      “I do not eat red meat, or blood pudding or blood sausage or liver or kidneys. Beef stock is acceptable if it’s part of a different dish. I do eat chicken and fish, and most anything else.”

      Cadmus nodded, and let her begin, gesturing slightly with a hand. She made something of a fumble of it, getting as far as ‘red meat’, clarifying it as ‘beef’ and then getting stuck on the blood pudding and blood sausage. Cadmus shifted easily, explaining.

      It made Mrs Cooper raise both her eyebrows, and then ask bluntly. “Not Jewish? Or foreign?”

      Madam Porter shook her head. “My family has been here since before the Romans, some of us. Those foods do not agree with me.”

      “Nothing else?”

      “Those are the only things.” Cadmus watched her fingers. Her gestures were otherwise precise and sharp, but when she signed, there was a curious shift. It was as if she were working against some invisible pressure
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