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      There is always more to learn.

      

      Thesan has loved the stars since she was five. Now the Astronomy professor at Schola, she has a wonderful life full of teaching, research, and all the books and star charts she might ever want. However, her late nights and teaching obligations don’t allow for much of a personal life. Besides, most of the other teachers at Schola are decades older with their own passions and problems.

      Isembard never expected to find himself as a teacher. A year ago, he agreed to teach Protective magics at Schola and act as bodyguard to two children of Council Members. He knows that he should be preparing to challenge for a Council seat himself, find a suitable wife, and produce children. Teaching at Schola means he can put those decisions off a little longer. Even better, Isembard is looking forward to the chance to catch up with his long-time mentor for the first time since the Great War.

      Thesan and Isembard expect the school year to be the usual mix of teaching and projects, along with a rare upcoming solar eclipse. Instead, they find themselves dealing with a difficult new teacher bent on returning the school to the 1800s, students up to something mysterious and possibly dangerous, and the never-ending question of how to get their students to start thinking for themselves.
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        * * *

      

      Eclipse is a friends to lovers romance full of astronomy, academic politics, the question of what makes a good teacher, unanticipated magic, student dramatic productions, and all the things an eclipse reveals.

      Set in 1924 and 1925 at a magical school off the coast of Wales, Eclipse is 110,000 words with a happily-ever-after ending.

    

  


  
    
      ECLIPSE

    

    
      
        CELIA LAKE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Notable characters

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Author’s notes

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTABLE CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Any book set in a school with hundreds of students has a number of minor characters who appear only briefly. Here are the more notable characters with a role in the book. The author’s note at the end has notes about a few others who appear in other books.

      

      Teaching staff (in order of seniority):

      
        	Alvis Osborne: Headmaster

        	Albertus Norton: Fox House, Alchemy

        	Linta Argonne: Horse House, Flora

        	Dipti Acharya: Deputy headmistress,  Owl House, Arithmetic

        	Richart Hase: Seal House, Sympathetic Magic

        	Helena Trembley: Bear House, Materia

        	Zimri Hallerton: Music, Chorus

        	Ismene Parris: Trivium

        	Mumbi Nole: Geometry

        	Shiva Ahmadi: Salmon House, Incantation

        	Kelsey Bett: Boar House, Martial Magics

        	Thesan Wain: Astronomy

        	Isembard Fortier: Protective Magics

        	Alexander Landry: Ritual (Council Member)

        	Katla Pallas : Trivium

      

      Along with other teachers of natural history, Trivium, and five teaching fellows.

      

      Other Schola staff:

      
        	Raphaela Martin: Healer, Infirmary

        	Lane Anders: Head Librarian

        	Osanna Loft: Librarian

      

      Along with a number of cooks, domestic staff, porters, and groundskeepers, as well as other infirmary staff.

      

      Notable students:

      
        	Claudio Warren: 3rd year, Fox House, Isembard’s charge

        	Orion Sisley: 4th year, Fox House, Isembard’s charge
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          MONDAY EVENING, SEPTEMBER 1ST, 1924 AT SCHOLA

        

      

    

    
      “Come in, come in, pardon the unpacking in progress.”

      Thesan took a breath, hoping her nerves weren’t too noticeable. This was new, and new was always a challenge. She wasn’t at all sure why she was here.

      Certainly, she made a point of being on good terms with other professors. That was just good sense. But all of them were busy, all of the time. Simply keeping track of three hundred and fifty students was a project in and of itself, beyond the actual teaching duties. All of them also had their own personal interests and research that filled whatever available moments they had.

      She and Linta were insistent on time for tea most weeks, to chat about the students in Horse House, so Thesan could lend a hand. Thesan also looked forward to the more irregular times she got to sit down with Raphaela in the infirmary and talk books. Or the afternoons puttering around in Helena’s workroom, talking about how different materia soaked up magic. Last year, she’d somehow ended up adding in weekly trips down the pub in the village with Isembard, so both of them could do some of their marking somewhere different. That had been unexpectedly enjoyable.

      Despite all that, she’d never been in another staff member’s rooms, except for Linta’s. It had always been in their offices or classrooms. Certainly, no one had shown interest in traipsing up six flights of stairs in the keep to her spaces. She’d never been included like that, and she wasn’t sure she should be now.

      This was not helping at all. Thesan ducked her chin and smiled. “Thank you.” Then, because there was no way around it, she asked, “What do you prefer to be called, when the students aren’t around?”

      Isembard came in behind her, carrying a small wooden crate filled with bottles. He seemed utterly at ease here. Of course, she gathered he’d known Alexander Landry for years. Decades. A family friend. His rooms were at the other end of the hallway, she knew that much, so he must be familiar with the layout.

      But Professor Landry, whatever he wanted to be called, was not just a new colleague taking over the Ritual classes at Schola for the time being. He was also a member of the Council. She knew he’d been outside of Albion for some years, but not much more than that.

      Wherever he’d been, he apparently had a lot of books even by professorial standards. A trunk full of them stood half-open across the room, and there were teetering stacks of others by the bookshelves, waiting to be put away. That, she could approve of, entirely. The rest of the furniture she recognised as dredged out from the attics, well-worn but still comfortable.

      He waved a hand at her, genially. “In private, call me Alexander, please. We needn’t stand on formality. You may hear my intimates call me all manner of other things. As we may also with Izzy, here.” She’d not heard that nickname for him before, though she supposed it was a forgone conclusion with the pronunciation of his first name.

      Thesan saw Isembard’s shoulder twitch as he set the case down. She suspected all of a sudden that he tolerated that particular nickname, and not always well. When he spoke, though, it was with easy amiability. “The beer’s the local, and not bad, there’s brandy in there if you’d rather. Anything else, we’ll have to order. I didn’t make it back until yesterday either.”

      “Trouble with one of yours?”

      Isembard snorted, grabbing a bottle of beer, popping it with an effortless charm, and settling onto the sofa. “Claudio’s never a bother.” Which meant that Orion had been. Then he gestured with the beer. “It’s rather a thing, seeing the ceremony from the staff dais.”

      “They look so blasted young, don’t they? Entirely children.” Alexander was chuckling now. “Though the fifth years look almost human.”

      Thesan swallowed once. “I’m Thesan, except with my family.” She was already two steps behind in this conversation, and they hadn’t even made it through proper introductions yet. Then she blinked as Alexander handed her a bottle of beer. He’d somehow taken and smoothly opened one without her noticing. She was in entirely over her head entirely, honestly.

      Isembard waited for Alexander to get settled, which gave Thesan a chance to get a better look at him. He was wearing formal robes, the long academic gown with the hood and the various expansive set of decorations signalling those magics he claimed mastery in. Ritual, of course, but she could identify Materia and Alchemy as well as Protective Magics. Not Astronomy, though, which was both a reassurance and a disappointment. He might not claim he knew her field better than she did, but he would be unlikely to want to talk about it either.

      He must be a good generation older than she and Isembard were. Mid-fifties, at least, and she thought perhaps more like sixty. His hair had that distinguished salt and pepper effect at the temples against dark hair and tan skin. Isembard had mentioned he’d had some injury overseas, but she could see no obvious sign of it.

      She wore her Astronomy Guild master’s medallion around her neck to claim her own field, the weight of it comfortably reassuring. After a moment she set the bottle down long enough to shrug out of the academic gown and her own hood. She folded the length of black silk into a rough bundle for now. It made her feel very young, giving up that bit of protective colouration, but there was no point hiding anything. In truth, she was still young for this job, and had been since she started seven years ago. She settled in one of the two easy chairs and tucked the bundle of silk robe in beside her.

      Isembard tipped his bottle at her and stood up from the sofa long enough to do the same, before he sat, long legs sprawling out. He’d clearly had an active summer. She knew perfectly well he spent plenty of time in the salle, but he must have spent even more time outside than she had.

      He’d had enough sun to tan, but more than that, he had a sense of relaxation to him she hadn’t seen last year. A bit like a dozy great cat, where quick action was possible if needed, but perhaps not just this moment.

      “Thesan explained things to me last year, and it was the best explanation anyone managed. I thought you deserved the same. Consider it a housewarming gift of sorts.”

      Alexander laughed, heartily. “Having tested them all yourself, then?” He then offered a smile to Thesan. “I appreciate any help I can get. I’ve hardly had time to get my bearings. We sorted out the teaching last minute. I’m still seeing what texts I can get my hands on, I barely remember how the class schedule works, and I’m only certain of finding the Ritual classroom because they haven’t moved it since my own years here.” He circled his fingers. “You do realise that how they decide on the Houses is one of the Greater Mysteries? No one ever talks about it. Outside, one presumes, the staff.”

      Thesan inhaled. He was a member of the Council. There must be oaths and binding magics and all sorts of things she could scarcely name, never mind understand. But Schola had her own mysteries, he was right about that. It wasn’t her job to protect them, exactly. Schola, Thesan was entirely sure, could and would protect herself. But it certainly was not her place to share them foolishly.

      “There’s a reason for that.” She looked him up and down, and then risked it, hoping her voice would stay even. “Promise not to tell it to anyone who’s not a teacher here.” She didn’t put conditions on it, didn’t ask him to swear on his magic, or by the Silence, or whatever else he considered relevant.

      Alexander had just settled into the other easy chair, but he suddenly moved to the front of the seat, leaning forward and peering at her. It was decidedly disconcerting, but she dug her feet in and held her ground.

      She clung to remembering what Mistress Eridana had taught her, and her Professor, about how to deal with these times. When people with power came up against something she cared about. All she could do was wait. Silence was awkward, Mistress Eridana had drilled into her, but you could let the other person deal with the awkwardness.

      When Alexander spoke again, his voice was quite different. Still comfortably at ease, still charming, but there was a new note in it she couldn’t begin to name. Voices were not so easily charted as stars, unfortunately. “What promise would you prefer?”

      Thesan turned her hand palm up. “Something you care about.” Now that she’d said it once, it was easier to say it again. She then deliberately leaned back, remembering all the little tricks she’d learned so painstakingly. She caught the glance from Alexander to Isembard, and Isembard’s shrug. He wasn’t stepping in, wasn’t arguing with her. That was something she hadn’t been sure of.

      There was a long silence, nearly a minute. Long enough for her to deliberately take another sip of beer, and then to meet Alexander’s eyes again. When he spoke, he said precisely and evenly, “I have sworn certain things already in my life, on my blood, on my magic, on the magics that bind us all. I swear I will not share the secrets and mysteries of Schola unless required by those oaths, except with another who is entitled to them, who has the right and responsibility of knowing.”

      She could feel a spark of the magic. It wasn’t like the Silence oath. It was something else, but it had the same intensity and weight of magic to it. Some small part of her was amused by the way he’d answered, but he was the new Ritual professor. If anyone had formal oath language at his beck and call, it should be him.

      Isembard managed not to say anything for ten seconds, then nodded. “That’s a fine oath.”

      Thesan had to agree. “Thank you. For taking it seriously.” Then she gestured with her own bottle. “What do you know from your own time here? Let’s start with that.”

      That broke the sense of density in the room. Alexander nodded once at her, then settled back in his chair, crossing one ankle over the other knee. “I was in Fox, that must be obvious.” He flicked his fingers at Isembard. “What, thirty years before this one here.” Isembard lifted his bottle - about a third empty already - and nodded. “First year, we arrived a week before the others, and they took us down to little cottages at the edge of the island. Seven or eight to a cottage. Not quite camping out, but rustic. Much more rustic for some of us than others, I’m sure.”

      Thesan nodded. “We use the cottages for other things from time to time through the year, of course. But they’re kept up for that week, particularly.” She’d start there, something simple.

      Alexander considered. “It was a good while ago, the details are a trifle faded. But I remember they gave us all manner of things to do. Tasks, games, a bohort puzzle every day. Nothing complex, of course. I’d learned some magic from my mother, a few things from my tutor, but others hadn’t had any experience at all, doing magic for themselves.”

      “There’s always a mix.” Thesan settled back, and then ventured tucking one leg under the other, brushing her skirts out. “And that’s deliberate, as I’m sure you realise. Now, if you hadn’t then.”

      Something in it made Alexander laugh. “We are not born with all the wisdom of the Council, you realise. I was a more observant child than many, but that isn’t saying much. I wasn’t a young hellion like this one, though.”

      Isembard took it in good humour. “What I remember is being very good at some things - the bohort, they set us a flag puzzle I solved very quickly - and awful at others.” His voice had a rolling purr to it, easy and amused. “What was yours like, Thesan?”

      She shrugged a shoulder. “I’m the middle child of seven. My older siblings all made it here - first in our direct line of the family.” She tried to figure out how to go on.

      “Ah, but I was also the first of mine.” Alexander chuckled at her expression. “You thought I’m like Izzy here, and his brother, the family here since the Conquest?”

      She had, actually, but she had no idea how to ask even though he’d brought it up. In the end, she nodded once.

      Alexander took pity on her and explained. “My father was French, my mother Egyptian. They met there, and left. That’s some dire family history, and we have other topics for the evening a plenty.” He said it so lightly Thesan wasn’t sure how to take it, how to calibrate what ‘dire’ meant to someone like him.

      He continued, more comfortably. “My father died before I was born, and my older brother settled us here, thanks to a connection to some of the old families like the Fortiers. Not enough to get me into a tutoring house my mother approved of, but enough to coach me for the exams.”

      That was a topic Thesan didn’t want to get into tonight, and she forged on. “So, five days of that, and then bundling everyone off to formal baths this afternoon. Just enough time to change into proper uniforms, and getting their trunks taken to the right places without them.” This year, she’d supervised that for Horse. It had all gone smoothly, but she hated the idea of getting it wrong, having some student not find their things where they expected. That would have wrecked her, starting out hopelessly behind.

      “And then the ritual tonight.” Isembard broke in. “Sending each of them to the proper table. Making a show of it. Telling them the shape of their lives here.”

      “Oh, that’s a ritual I want to analyse. Do you know how old that is, Thesan?”

      She did, actually. “The 1100s. Pre-Pact, certainly, though there are some later additions. I’ve got the text, as amended over the years. It attunes them to the House wards, but it also creates a, I suppose the best word is a passage. To connect them to the spirit of their House.”

      Isembard said, cheerfully, “She’s got theories about this place. The Keep, especially.”

      Alexander leaned forward. “Not your usual thing, I’d have thought?”

      “I spend rather a lot of time in the Keep. More than most people other than the infirmary staff.” Her rooms were tucked up at the top of the Keep’s tall tower, right below the Astronomy platform. It was good sense, so the Astronomy professor wouldn’t have to stagger across open ground in the middle of the winter every night after teaching. “Besides, there are some interesting stories, especially if you dig for them.”
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      “Ah, stories. Historical stories. I’d be most interested, some other night.” Alexander waved a hand and then poured himself a glass of brandy. Not a beer drinker, then. “The houses, that’s the topic for the evening.”

      Thesan gathered her thoughts. “You understand, of course, that those days in the cottages, the staff are observing all sorts of things. The Heads of House, at least, and some of the rest of us.” She nodded at Isembard. “You’d have been welcome, this year, if you’d been free, but you weren’t.”

      He snorted. “Last minute chaos. Orion, mostly. As usual.” She wondered what that meant this time. Then she wondered, all of a sudden, if he’d want to stop their regular Saturday evening at the pub, now that Alexander was here. Thesan wasn’t sure what she thought about that. Or not having that, as the case might be. She then went on, to distract herself as much as anything.

      “At any rate. There’s the day everyone arrives. There’s five days of observation, and things to observe. It’s not just the obvious challenges, of course, or the activities. The bohort puzzles.” She tipped her bottle at Isembard. “Or even the more subtle things, seeing how people interact, in various combinations. You wouldn’t want to put two people in the same House who were oil and water, if you could avoid it. Or at least you’d want to be careful about who else was in with them.”

      Alexander shakes his head. “No. I can see it, now I think back. Curious, that I haven’t before. Very curious. There’s something else there. The responses of the magic. Intuitive response.”

      Thesan nodded. “We all get here because we have some potential. At least that is the theory. In our magic, in our minds.” Not that some people didn’t start out much better off than others. She’d certainly seen enough students go through to know that going to the right tutoring house or being from the right family could boost you into Schola, even if your mind or magic weren’t really up to the challenge.

      That got a laugh. “And you don’t approve at all, do you, of the fact some are more equal than others.” He tilted his head. “Horse?”

      Thesan nodded, then she asked, entirely conversationally, “Did you know that as a professor, you can have a look at the records for your year? The House selection process?”

      Isembard, she saw, had never realised any such thing. The expression on Alexander’s face went through half a dozen changes, so rapid she couldn’t even guess at any but the last, which settled into an intense curiosity. “And who, magistra, does one ask about such things?” Giving her her most formal title, then, and the one she didn’t draw attention to, for all it could be read from her medallion.

      “Mistress Lane Anders, in the Library.” Thesan was very pleased by that.

      “And you were... No, wait. Tell me how the choices get made. Some magical device, perhaps a compass? Though seven doesn’t fit tidily, now I think about it. Unless it is some sorting delineated by the Fatae, but that doesn’t quite map at all, now....” His voice trailed off, distractedly.

      “There have been people theorising about that on and off since the Pact, the seven sisters. Or whether there should have been an eighth house, forgotten and neglected for some reason. But we do like our sevens.” Now, Thesan felt much more on solid ground. She could deal with someone who was so easily enticed by a bit of lore. If a compellingly relevant one, considering. “I can make a copy of a bibliography for you.”

      Alexander waved his hand. “Please, please. I gather, however, there is no actual reliable evidence about the first, even with as little certain knowledge that we mere mortals have of the Fatae and their dances.”

      She shook her head. “Theories, only. Just some quite interesting ones, if rather informative about people’s mindsets. I stumbled on the first of them when I was sorting out a particular knotty bit of locational magic theory - reconciling measurements of longitude - in the mid-1700s. You read Latin, I’m sure, but what other languages?”

      “It might be easier, dear lady, to list the ones I don’t that are at all plausible. Arabic, in the classical style of our people, French and its older forms, same with English, Latin, enough Greek to manage most texts. German, a fair bit of Italian and its older regional ancestors, Castilian Spanish, and I spent a summer in my idle youth in Basque country and can muddle through.” He counted off on his fingers. “Not much in the way of eastern Europe, however, but a bit of Farsi and Sanskrit, enough for comparative ritual texts. And the ancient Egyptian scripts, of course, or Mother would have disowned me.”

      That got Thesan shaking her head. “Most envious. Of the Arabic, particularly. There’s a whole set of astronomy texts that have never been translated into anything I can read. I tried to pick it up my last year in school, but it didn’t take. Latin, of course, and quite fluently.” Few people got out of Schola without at least adequate competence, but hers was decidedly better than that now. “German, that’s the language of my field’s research work even more than English. Enough French for academic texts with a dictionary, but I speak it rather badly.”

      Alexander considered, as if about to say something, then instead, waved his hand. “Do go on. The Houses.”

      “After all that observation, of course, some decision must be made. No magical device - you understand I have most of this from Linta, who’s head of Horse these days. I lend a hand as needed.”

      Isembard broke in again. “There’s a list of the current staff, House, family, and preferences on...” He glanced around. “You moved it to that bookshelf. That, at least, I could do at home.”

      “Most obliged.” Alexander nodded. “That will be useful later, I’m quite sure. Some of them I know, like our Headmaster, but some only by reputation, and others not at all.” Then he made a slight bow at Thesan, without apparently moving in his seat. It was a rather startling trick. His manners were that odd mix of European formal and something else. Not family manners, she was sure. No one of his sort would treat her so. But decidedly casual.

      “No magical artefacts. At least not other than the island itself, which is entirely a different weight class, I believe the term goes.” It made both the men laugh, and Isembard nearly inhaled some of his beer. “No, there’s certainly ancient magics involved, and divination and omens. But a fair portion of it is good old-fashioned horse-trading. I sat in last year, for the first time, to take notes for Linta. And this year, of course.”

      “Horse-trading.” Alexander’s voice coiled around something. “Not just - personal whim, though, surely.”

      Thesan shook her head. “Take the seven houses. In order, that’s tidy. Helena Trembley has Materia and Bear. Isembard works with her regularly, of course, on the Protective Magics side. She’s got a knack for how people respond to materials. She’ll put materia items out through the cottages. See who picks up what. What they do with it. How much time they spend with it. And of course, she’s got her own magics to test for - she calls it resonance, but I know there’s debate in the field about the best term. Of course sometimes what she sees suggests someone might be suited in a particular House.”

      “Resonance, vibration, sonority, consonance. Trade you the bibliography I have somewhere on the last twenty years of academic wrangling for yours on the Fatae and the Houses.”

      “I’d have given you that, anyway.” Thesan pointed this out evenly. “Certainly.”

      “They would,” Alexander said, laughing now, “never have put you in Fox, I am sure of that.”

      Thesan shook her head. “For all sorts of reasons.” She considered saying more, but held off. “Kelsey Bett has Boar. Actually, I am not entirely sure what magics he uses, but I know he relies on the bohort for some of it.” All sorts of magical and practical puzzles, and honestly, she was not as familiar with the nuances as she probably should be given how many avid players the school had.

      Alexander glanced at Isembard. “You’ve not explained that to her at length, then?”

      Isembard shrugged, amiably. “We’ve found other things to talk about than my past.” She knew, of course, that he’d played professionally for a few years. But the days there were school tournaments, he’d always been busy with Claudio or Orion - both talented players in their own way - and not available to explain things to her. Or busy with a number of visiting women, mostly parents and cousins, who all apparently wanted his time, or rather more than just time. He did keep appearing on the lists of eligible bachelors, she had gathered.

      Thesan forged ahead. “Fox, you’d probably know about much better than I. Master Norton and I do well enough professionally. He admits my chronological calculations are better for his alchemical work than most anyone he’s worked with. But I still can’t bring myself to call him by first name most of the time.”

      That made Alexander throw back his head and laugh. “Oh, I likely can’t either. I had him too, you realise, though relatively early in his teaching career then. He wasn’t Head of House but it was no surprise to me when he got that. Do you know how that’s decided, by the by?”

      “They pick their successors, generally. Almost always of the same House, but beyond that...” Thesan shrugged. “And I gather Horse does it a little differently than most. Might be me, somewhere down the line, though traditionally it’s the Flora professor, and that’s one of my worst subjects, except for cooking herbs. Cooking carries me through some of the House magics, at least.”

      Again, there was that little half pause, as if Alexander were setting aside a further comment. “Fox, as you say, we have our own magics, and know that better than others would. Owl?”

      “Oh, that’s easy. Dipti looks at how they think. And there is some magic in that. Not maths, for all that’s her field, but something about how people sort and categorise things.”

      “Huh.” Alexander poured himself another half-measure of brandy. “Salmon, that’s Shiva Ahmadi. Persian, isn’t he? Well after my time, and I was outside Albion by the time he came to notice.”

      Isembard broke in there. “Very full of himself, on the Incantation side, though not without cause. He took Salmon over from Zimri Hallerton, our Music professor, a few years ago, but I don’t know why.” He broke off and glanced at Thesan. “And he’d have all sorts of charms to discern tendencies, wouldn’t he?”

      Thesan nodded. “Zimri keeps Shabbat, and students will have emergencies on Friday nights, rather regularly. I think he kept feeling torn about it.” She tapped her index finger on the bottle. “I don’t think Shiva was actually Salmon House, originally, actually. But he’s done well enough with them, and of course of all the Houses, they’re the ones most given to drawing skills from all sorts of places. Not very hands-on, though. Linta is the most, Master Norton’s probably the least directly so.”

      “That leaves Hase. Richart Hase, isn’t it? He’s been here quite a while, but after my time.”

      “Sympathetic magic, and society and culture classes. Quite well-read and pleasant to talk to at meals. We don’t have assigned seating, by the by, other than a rough sense of deferring to our seniors. The Trivium staff who don’t teach other courses are usually only around for lunch. Breakfast, I have no idea, I’m never there. Supper’s the most formal, but that mostly means academic dress and not wandering away from your seat every five minutes to talk to someone new.”

      Alexander chuckled. “I believe I can manage that. We are supposed to be setting some sort of example for the young ones. And if we need a meal elsewhere?”

      “Let the kitchens know. They can bring a tray over, or give you a packed meal, whatever suits. I take a breakfast hamper up to my rooms with me in the evening, everything nice and tidy in the keep-fresh containers.”

      He considered. “I was going to ask why, but Astronomy, of course you’d not be fond of mornings.”

      “I teach until one most nights a week and then have the tidying up to do. The idea of presenting myself for breakfast by half-eight, at the bottom of a long flight of stairs, does not remotely appeal, no.” She managed to keep her voice remarkably deadpan, and was rewarded with another of those easy laughs.

      Isembard grinned at her. “See, thought you’d get along.” Then he picked up on something. “You were Horse, but I know you. You looked at your records.” He was much sharper than many people assumed. He’d always played Defence in bohort. She knew that position was often considered to be about rote response and sometimes blunt strength or sheer magical power. But he was smarter than he let on, she’d figured that much out well before last year’s winter solstice.

      She spread her hands. “So, the Heads make their observations. And then they sit down, the evening of the fifth day, sometimes all night, and they sort out who goes where. At times it’s obvious, and generally they don’t fight too much about those, I gather. If there’s someone so clearly meant for a House.”

      This got to the delicate bit, and she glanced from man to man before she went on. “Some of it is a more complicated discussion, about who might most benefit from a given House. Or a given House’s magics.” Each House having their own, the sort of thing that rarely got discussed. Horse’s were about making a shared space, a hearth, household protections and comforts, mostly. “That’s usually about those they think have the most promise, or potential. The shining ones.”

      Again, Alexander seemed about to say something, and set it aside. “The particular gems of the class, whatever they look like at thirteen, young and not yet fully formed.”

      “As you said.” Thesan nodded. She still wasn’t sure what she thought about that, some people getting more of that kind of attention. “The thing is, if you’re here long enough, it becomes clear that those guesses are not always right.” She offered it carefully, spacing out the words, because this was something she’d only discussed a few times with Linta and Richart.

      Alexander half-counted it on his fingers. “You’ve been here seven years. Enough time to see three classes go all the way through and have a reasonable guess at several more. Huh.” He seemed to be chewing on that. “So what happens with the others?”

      “Sometimes there’s a lot of trading favours, this one for that thing. And sometimes family determines it.” She flicked a finger at Isembard. “I can’t imagine you’d have been put anywhere other than Fox.”

      “Alas, no. For all Bear might otherwise suit.” They’d discussed that much before, and she’d been fairly sure he wouldn’t take offence at her bringing it up here and now.

      She considered how to frame the next bit “Professor Mizar - Professor Baldwin, you’d have called him - was my predecessor. He was Fox, and he said I’d never have done well with it. Not as a student. Not that they’d ever have picked me.”

      Alexander just raised an eyebrow, and she held up her hand, ticking off the points on her fingers. “My parents went to Dunwich and Alethorpe - accounting and the sorts of culinary magics that are about health and well-being. What Horse does here, honestly. My older sister was the first to come to Schola, though the rest of us did, in turn, and a couple of our aunts and uncles have. Mostly Horse, a few Owls. But we’re farmers, worked our way up to clerical work and office work, a generation or two ago. Fourth Families, Cumbria and the Midlands. Nothing at all posh.” She let that bit of accent slide into her voice, deliberately, for all Mistress Eridana had firmly trained it out of her.

      Then she shrugged. “And I just don’t see the world like they did, like Fox does. But no, the other place they discussed was Salmon. Professor Mizar thought later I’d have done better there, honestly, that it would have stretched me in ways Horse hasn’t, but…” She shrugged. “Water under several bridges. I do like my crafting, though, the small hobby things, when I can.”

      “That does have implications, then. That what House you end up in changes the course of your life.” Isembard leaned forward, thoughtfully.

      Thesan tilted her head. “Surely you’d realised that, already. That it opens doors, and closes them, and not always the ones you’d think. Not just the House magics, whatever they might be, but the ways you look at the world, for better or worse. The clubs where you make connections, as an adult. A mix of where you come from, refined by your House, until you go out into the world on some trajectory, hopefully to shine.”

      It was a longer and much more intimate speech than she’d meant to make, and yet something propelled her onwards. That was, perhaps, where being in Horse had helped her and challenged her to do better, that insistence on honesty and forward motion. In Salmon, she might have found a gift for crafting telescopes, for example, like Gilly had, or for the intricate interweaving of layered charmwork for a particular purpose. Either would have made her sharper, more faceted, than the smooth riverworn pebbles of Horse.

      It would have been good for her magically, but she thought Horse made her a better teacher, in the end. Certainly a kinder one, focused how to help everyone, not just a shining few. It had been more comfortable, too, more in House were from families something like hers, rather than the best of the crafting families with all their tangled traditions and customs. At the time, that had been something she desperately needed.

      Before anyone could say anything further, they all heard the bells chime, calling out eleven in the evening, and Thesan coughed. “Would you think me terribly rude if I excused myself? I hadn’t realised it had got so late, and I have an observation to do.” That it gave her a chance to retreat out of an increasingly vulnerable conversation was a bonus.

      “No, no. You’ve given generously of your time, and I still have a lot of unpacking to do. If you’d lend a hand for a few minutes, Izzy, or do you need to run off?”

      “The young men are in their beds, or at least not my immediate responsibility,” he said. “You’ll be down for lunch tomorrow, Thesan?”

      She nodded. “Lunch. I have that book I mentioned, last time I wrote, I’ll bring it with me.” With that, she stood.

      Alexander stood as well bowing once. “I look forward to further conversation, once I’m properly settled in, and I appreciate the...” He waved his hand at the scope of the conversation. “New perspective. Here, let me get the door for you.”

      When it closed behind her, she was not sure what to make of him. Or, for that matter, what his arrival meant to the delicate balance of staff politics and personal desires.
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      Alexander closed the door, then pressed his hand against the wood, the wards flaring up into visible brightness for a moment, before they settled into place. His face changed from the affable charm he’d been showing for the past ninety minutes, into something much sharper edged. “Why her?”

      Isembard stretched, slowly. He’d expected this, of course. Just as he’d known Alexander would set the wards before he did anything else. “It’s good to see you too.” That came out dry, but the other man grinned toothily for a moment. “Hand me another beer, all right? We’ll be a bit.”

      “Classes tomorrow.” Alexander shook his head. “What a gods-awful mess doing this last minute.” He handed over a beer, and pulled his chair closer, nudging a table in between them with a flick of his hand and a wave of minutely controlled power. “Come on. Why her? Out of the however many people in this keep and castle, why on earth her?”

      “Eleven professors, besides us. Five others of note, library and infirmary. Six who teach Trivium and help out with other things. Five fellows. The Headmaster.” Isembard shrugged. “A small horde of kitchen staff and scouts and porters in the castle. Plus the assorted crafters, crofters, village folk, spouses, and younglings on the island.”

      “Most of whom you care not a tuppence for.” Alexander waved his hand. “Why her? Blast you.”

      Isembard let the smile spread on his face. “She got to you, didn’t she? The way she looks at things. Not the sort of person you’d invite in, normally.”

      “No.” Alexander eyed his glass, poured more brandy. “I assume you have some reasons.” Plural, of course.

      “When I started...” Isembard began carefully. He’d thought this out in advance. “Most of the teaching staff have been here for ages, did you know? Thesan started in 1917.”

      That got a flicking of Alexander’s fingers as he did the math. He didn’t say anything. Isembard didn’t mention she’d been not yet twenty-four and went right on. “Osanna Loft in the library, the year after. The orderly in the Infirmary the year after that. Before that, it’s Shiva Ahmadi, in 1907, a full decade difference. Mumbi Nole in ought-five, and then you get back to the people who’ve been here at least twenty-five years, if not forty or fifty. And Alvis has been our esteemed Headmaster since 1895, and here thirty years before that. Longer, I think.”

      “Is there a reason for this profusion of names and dates, or will you be getting to the point sometime soon?” Alexander shifted to sip from his glass. Isembard knew that note in his voice well. Still tolerant, mind you. Isembard had a great deal of earned grace here, and he wasn’t shy about using it at the moment.

      “When I started,” he went on. “I expected every woman under the age of forty to throw herself at me. They generally do, you know that, and why.” Money, birth, an estate, the possibility he or his children would inherit his brother’s title and even more money. “Osanna did. The unattached women in the village did. More than a few passes from married women, and you know how I feel about that.”

      “You have more sense, at least in close quarters. Women finding you interesting is nothing new, Izzy. Why her?” There was the definite edge in Alexander’s voice now, the steel coming through.

      “She didn’t. Not remotely. I turned up here two days before the students, to do the warding. I’m in the salle, getting a feel for the protections, and there she is, waiting in the doorway. Not coming in. Well-trained enough to know you don’t enter the salle without an invitation. And no, I don’t know where she learned that. There’s a lot she doesn’t talk about.”

      “What did she want?”

      “To welcome me. Not the words, the reality of it. She took me around and set me straight. Showed me where the supplies room is, and how to find the chatelaine’s office, and a dozen other useful things. The Headmaster - Alvis, still getting used to that - just waved his hand and said ‘Welcome to the staff’, right? He did the same to you, I’m sure. And Dipti, the deputy head, she handed me a stack of forms and a pamphlet about filling them out properly.”

      Alexander snorted. “Alvis has only had a few words with me, but those were they, yes.” He leaned back, tucking his ankle on his knee again with an imperceptible grunt.

      An almost imperceptible grunt. Isembard looked him up and down again. “How bad was the curse damage?” He wouldn’t attempt to figure it out magically. That was rude and more to the point, quite dangerous, even with Alexander. Especially with Alexander.

      “Isn’t that my usual line?” The counter-cast came rapidly.

      “I asked you first.” He settled back, all the signs of being at ease. He’d known, as soon as Alexander had written to say he’d be teaching at Schola, that they’d have to sort this out, somehow. What it meant to be the two of them here, now, as they were. Whatever that meant.

      They could do it kindly and quickly, they could do it messily and painfully. They could drag it out, or be like the lightning of a duelling charm. They had to do it. He was going for kind and quick, as much as he could. But he’d not spent more than a few hours every year or four with Alexander since the War, and the War had changed everything.

      “A month in hospital in Kenya.” Alexander’s voice was quiet. “Another two weeks at the townhouse in Trellech. I’m not fit for portal travel for at least a month yet. A year recovering, they say. Less, if I have my way. The simple things, the wards, the door...” He flicked his fingers at them, with the little twist of his hand that brought the magic dancing to life again. “Those are no problem. The greater magics? I wouldn’t trust them right now. Though one of my healers thought being on the island with all the imbued magics, that might actually be a help.”

      That meant significant damage, then, and something quite lasting. Isembard nodded. “Mine’s the same as it was. Not better, not worse.” A bad knee that had taken bohort from him, at least any serious play. An indefinable complexity in his magic he hadn’t ever talked about and didn’t intend to. Lingering headaches and nightmares that he couldn’t explain and never discussed. He’d somehow managed to dig himself out of years of a gaping blackness he barely remembered, and he definitely wasn’t going to talk about that.

      Alexander grunted and lifted his glass. “To what was.” Isembard raised his bottle in acknowledgement. Then the older man went on, evenly picking up the conversation. “So Thesan turned up and showed you the sensible things. I suppose astronomy at least suggests she’s good at charts and lists.”

      “I know you’ve some respect for her field. More than many of our lot.” Isembard kept his voice even. “Someone’s got to make the ephemerises - ephemerii? -  you all use for your ritual calculations.”

      It made Alexander laugh. “Latin was never your best subject. And you’re right, I shouldn’t begin by mocking. Anyone could have done that, though.”

      “No one else did, who didn’t have an ulterior motive.” He ticked off on his fingers. “Osanna Loft wanted to get me in bed, and did, before I had to explain I hadn’t meant it like that. Two of the older women wanted to feed me up and mother me.” He added, judiciously. “I’d not been eating well before I turned up, I admit.” Too much alcohol, certainly too much getting lost in it. Too much making light of everything for everyone, so that he’d feel welcome again, and never quite managing it and ignoring his body entirely besides. “And several others more interested in the money and the status and the interesting parties.”

      “Huh.” Alexander arched an eyebrow, looking him up and down. “Stand up, do a turn, would you?”

      Isembard had known that was coming. He took his time setting the beer down, then stood, walked a small circle around his chair, and sat, sprawling his feet out again.

      “You’re in good fighting trim now.” That was an un-edged compliment, and Isembard grinned at it.

      “Glad to pick up a regular practise with you, when you’re recovered from settling in. And getting started teaching. Little monsters.” Isembard said the last affectionately. A few of them were difficult, his current ward Orion among them, but most of them were like he remembered being. Gangly, growing into themselves and their magic, wide-ranging, but decidedly interesting.

      He took a sip of his beer and continued. “I’ve the Protective Magics classes, and the physical training sessions. Not too many callisthenics, I try to set them more productive tasks. And managing the bohort arrangements, of course, with Bertha Rollings and whoever our referee is.”

      “You’d mentioned her, in your letter. Not one of the women throwing herself at your feet?”

      “She’s fifty, and lives with a lovely woman in a cottage halfway down the island. So ta, no. We work together well enough. I think she thought my predecessor too easy on the general course in physical training.”

      That earned him another raised eyebrow, and a thoughtful grunt. “What are your goals there, then?”

      Isembard shrugged. “Knowing your limits is a fine thing. How much you can ask of your body and your magic. Where you need to stop.” He’d seen too many die, the last decade, who hadn’t known either.

      “So you’re teaching your formal classes, the physical training, the bohort - that’s Sunday afternoons, I assume, for the puzzles? And then Claudio and Orion.”

      “Quite. Keeps me busy enough. Some free time during the day, if you need a hand with things. A second.” He offered the latter tentatively. Ritual magic had never been one of his particular strengths, but he knew the theory, and he knew the second’s part for most of the ones likely to be taught. He’d done them with his brother often enough.

      “Probably, yes.” Alexander was calculating things again. “I do intend some changes in curriculum. A number of pieces are quite dated. There’s a difference between tradition and rigid refusal to adapt to circumstances. I’ll have to discuss with Alvis first.” Then he said, clearly. “Why her?” It was like a drumbeat now.  He’d always had this desire to know, to ask questions, and Isembard suddenly wondered if they’d considered Owl for him.

      “She didn’t do that. Didn’t throw herself at me. It wasn’t just that. It clearly didn’t even cross her mind that it was something she might do. When - when Osanna was difficult, Thesan got upset with me, but it wasn’t anything about wanting that for herself. It was about how it could disrupt things in the castle, and didn’t I know better than to do that.” He made a wry face. “She was right, I have to go to Lane, the head librarian, if I want anything in the library, or sometimes ask Thesan to get it for me. Or I get glared at.”

      “And you hadn’t noted that by some standards, Thesan might be considered rather fit. Dowdy, but fit.” It was a purely aesthetic appreciation, Isembard was quite sure of that, and so he didn’t - quite - take offence. He had, in fact, noticed. It wasn’t just all the stairs either. Though seven flights up and down to meals and other duties, several times a day, hadn’t done her figure any harm. She dressed neatly, not to attract attention, but there was something about how she moved that intrigued him. The way she was measured about it.

      Instead, he shrugged. “Not terribly relevant. Anyway. Long story short, we started going down the pub on Saturdays. I can generally assume both Claudio and Orion won’t get up to too much trouble, not with bohort on the Sunday. And we both have a lot of marking. We’d take over a table in the corner and work through the easy parts together.”

      “Nothing else?”

      Isembard refused to let that provoke him. “She’s thoughtful. And she knows a lot about the school. The school as people, and the school as a building. Buildings.”

      “Not in a society?” Of course Alexander would try to sort her that way, too, wondering if she were part of the seven active societies everyone knew about.

      “Not that I know of. Oh, that reminds me.” He rummaged in the roomy sleeve of his academic gown and came out with a sealed envelope, with the deep purple wax visible. “First meeting’s open to adults, usually one or two more during the year. Usual place.”

      Dius Fidius, the society they’d both pledged blood and bone to back in their own school days, had a private house this side of the village for their meetings. Going back last year had only shown him how much he’d changed, but perhaps that was worth doing again.

      “Ta.” Alexander flicked his fingers, and the letter shot off through the air toward his bedroom. “I have a proper office somewhere, don’t I? Or rather, a casual office, since I’m certainly not leaving most of my books there. No chance of a cottage, I gathered?”

      “No cottage unless you want to build one. Everything’s occupied, right now. You’ll have to make do with rooms. Mine are this floor, other end of the hall, last on the left. You can claim a private workroom along here, too.”

      “How many others in here?” Alexander was back to planning. Or plotting. Much the same thing.

      “You know the general layout, of course. Classrooms and teaching offices in the central keep. The salle, the Materia workrooms.” The keep was the heart of the place, no denying that, but the rest of Schola had grown up around it. “The seven student Houses and this one built into the curtain wall.” Three floors high, and everything now had windows, which made his nerves jangle when it came to the protections sometimes.

      Alexander nodded. “Library below us, of course. I know that, perfectly well. Where are the staff, then?”

      “Heads of House have rooms in their House and are generally there during term. Several of them - maybe all of them - also have cottages nearby. I’m not sure about Dipti. Thesan has rooms on the Astronomy floor of the tower, just under the platform, and her public office is next to them, but I’ve never been up there. The Healer and one of the nurses have rooms by the infirmary. Alvis has the floor above us. And here...” He counted down his fingers. “The five fellows - I don’t know the new three at all yet - and us. And yes, you’ve got an office. Next to your classroom.”
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      Alexander considered, then he stood, gesturing for Isembard to stay where he was. Isembard sat, though as Alexander went back toward the bedroom, he took a chance to look around more carefully. Books everywhere, and he knew from past experience the desk would soon have four or five stacks for different projects. The usual mix of languages, an occasional scroll case, and all sizes. That didn’t give any particular indication of what Alexander was up to.

      Two minutes later, Alexander came back with a portfolio. He drew out a manila folder, then another, before setting them on the table beside him and taking up his brandy glass again. “Why are you here? I’ve missed a great deal.”

      He’d been gone more than a decade, and there had been the War, and the Naples Scourge, and a dozen other things. Whatever his experiences of those were, after they’d parted ways in 1917, he’d been outside Albion. Isembard had known this question was coming, too. “I could ask the same. Am asking. But I’ll go first.” He waved a hand, gathering his thoughts.

      “I was at the Keep.” The Council Keep, Dinas Emrys. He didn’t need to qualify that, not like he would have if Thesan had still been in the room. Not that he’d have talked about this if she were. “At loose ends. Garin had offered a bit of practise.” Not something his brother did often, these days, not with him. Ten years older, ten years wilier, ten years nastier in his hexes and his curses and his enchantments. And, mostly, not inclined to spend much time with his younger brother unless it made the proper show. Isembard had known he had to make a show, pretend all was well.

      “As happens.” Alexander settled back, cupping his glass between his fingers.

      “You’d not know them well, but there’s a few children of the Council here.” He ticked off on his fingers. “Claudio Warren in the third year, Orion Sisley in the fourth, and Amadine Lenox in the fifth. She’s not relevant to this, she’s firmly in the hands of Helena Trembley, our Materia professor.”

      Alexander nodded. “I remember them. Much younger.” He flicked his fingers, mimicking the uneven toddling around they’d been doing when he saw them last for any length of time.

      This was where it got delicate. One did not tell bluntly one of the Council that one of their brothers had produced a child who was short-sighted and inappropriately vicious. For one thing, many of the Council disagreed on what level of vicious was inappropriate. “Claudio’s a fine young man.” Just beginning to get into the interesting work. “But Orion, everyone decided Orion needed a tad more guidance.”

      “That does not explain how you ended up here. Or responsible for him. You are not under our oaths, for all you’re a welcome ally.”

      Isembard shrugged one shoulder. “I was free. Not doing anything else worth doing, as my brother pointed out. Thoroughly qualified and Master Trenton retiring meant they were looking. Everyone thought it would be a fine thing if I took the position for a year or two.” The assumption being that Isembard wouldn’t last, that he never stuck to anything. “While they figure out who to get for a longer stint. It’s a complicated thing, hiring, I gather. You are, of course, an exception.”

      Alexander opened his mouth, then closed it with a snap. Isembard was startled, though he tried not to show it. It was most unlike Alexander to let anything slip, and now, curse the man, he’d need to spend time figuring out why. What the slip benefitted, or whether it was a sign of how truly badly off he was. Alexander drank again from his glass, topped it off, before speaking again. “All three of them are in my classes, I gather.”

      “As you’d expect.” Who took which class was varied, in the extreme, beyond the basic requirements. But anyone who wanted to stand a chance of earning a Council seat needed all the knowledge of ritual magic they could get. “So what brings you to teach? Besides the curse?”

      “The curse.” Alexander shrugged. “But I’d been thinking of coming back for a bit. And then I had more reason. They needed someone, after Ottson died so suddenly. I gather they were trying to talk Cyrus into it, and he refused to teach. Sensible man. And I’ve some reason for wanting to be back in Albion.” He leaned forward, handing the folder over. “That is all public information. Clippings from the newspapers. A copy, for you.”

      Isembard flipped through it, glancing at the headlines. It was all about the Dawes Plan. He’d read about it in the newspapers, but frankly hadn’t paid much attention. “Not terribly relevant to us, surely? How the Germans make arrangements to pay their debts, or why the Americans are helping them?”

      “More relevant than you’d realise. Things are unsettled. There are rumours.” Then he shrugged, one of the little elegant dismissive shrugs. “There are always rumours. Of new munitions, of a future war, of people looking five or ten years ahead. What the world might become. But it seems judicious, to keep an eye on things. When I can manage the portal again, I expect I’ll be in and out. Building connections here. The parties, the salons.”

      It was, in many ways, Alexander’s preferred habitat. He was at his best sliding with charm and grace into conversation after conversation, piecing together the tidbits he heard, observing the small gestures, the tells, that gave all manner of secrets away. And unlike many other magical folk, he could do that just as smoothly and easily in non-magical circles. It made him priceless to the Council, and Isembard suddenly wondered if any of the others realised how much that mattered. Especially now. He wondered, for the first time, how Alexander had come to the Council, how much of it had truly been his choice.

      Isembard nodded. “I’ll read this, of course. Anything else to add to the pile?”

      That made Alexander grin, and he stood, going to one of the stacks of books, and withdrawing three books from the middle of the pile, somehow without knocking the others over. Decidedly large books, the kind with tiny print. “These, as you have time. Perhaps we should set aside time for discussion? Fridays? Or are you busy in the evenings?”

      “There’s a patrol schedule.” He had got it down to a reasonable routine last year, a varied set of routes, so people could not know on any given night where he would be when. “Not just me, of course. You’ll be on the roster. Nearly everyone is.”

      “What sort of trouble do you expect, here, then?” Alexander frowned as if he were trying to rearrange his thinking on something.

      “Mostly, it’s silly things. Students sneaking into the library, into someone else’s House. Pranks and amusements. But they don’t always have a good sense of what they can do. They think magic can save them, if something goes a little wrong. And it doesn’t always. So we patrol and keep an eye out for anything too out of place.”

      “Write me into the schedule. Though if you can manage without me for a week or two, I’d appreciate it.”

      “All new teachers get a month’s grace. After that, you have to take it up with Matron.” Their chief Healer was certainly well-equipped with opinions on that and many other matters.

      Alexander snorted. “That’s something I hadn’t missed. Being scolded for my injuries.”

      “You might have known her. Raphaela Martin. She’s been here for ages. Mind, saying Matron Martin would rather stick in the head. It’s usually just Matron. Or Healer Martin, if one needs to be formal.”

      “How formal are we, in general?” Alexander was apparently settling into checking assumptions.

      “First names with staff, as a general rule. Though if you can call Master Norton by his first name reliably, you’re better off than most of us. Last names with students, at least in public settings, classes. My two are Claudio and Orion in the salle in private. Or my rooms, when I’m tutoring.”

      That got a sharp nod. “You’re keeping up your own revision, then. Do you intend to make a go for the Council, next time there’s an opening? I was surprised you hadn’t gone for it two years ago.”

      Isembard had been sure that was coming. “So were a number of people.” He shrugged, and gave the reason that was true, if not the whole truth. “Too often in the bottom of a bottle. Too much sense to risk it while I was.”

      Alexander glanced at the beer bottle. “Is that why beer and not scotch?”

      “Partly. Teaching’s been good for me, that way. The structure.” Then more dryly, “Knowing that I might get yanked out of bed on short notice. These days, I don’t drink alone and most of the time, it’s beer or ale or cider.” It was a queer combination of routine and being kept on his toes by the unexpected. Something in the combination - along with regular meals and people to be social with - seemed to help.

      “Does that happen often? Getting yanked out of bed?” Alexander settled back more comfortably, though that second folder was still propped beside him.

      “Every six weeks or so last year.” Usually Orion, but not always. Sometimes they woke him up because someone had snuck out and got stuck in the warding magics. “Young men and women will have ideas. And not always about each other.”

      That made Alexander laugh, again, loudly. “Right.” There was the little tilt of his head, where Isembard knew Alexander had noticed he hadn’t answered the question about going for a Council position. But apparently, he wasn’t pushing at that right now. “There are other sorts of rumours.”

      Isembard straightened. “What sort?”

      “Here.” Alexander passed across the other file. When Isembard opened this one, the page swam with curves and dots and lines in no shape he recognised. “Usual encryption sequence?”

      “The day you’d think.”

      The day Peredur had died, then. The day they’d all remember until they were well and truly dead, and probably past where they’d turned to dust. “I’ll read it tonight.” The bell tolled again, and he grimaced, running a hand over his face. “Or can it wait for tomorrow?”

      “It can wait a day or two, but not much longer than that. I’d like your eye on it. Your thoughts.” That was his teaching voice, now smooth and sweet and blameless. Isembard knew far better than to trust any of that were actually true.

      Isembard nodded. “Friday, we’ll discuss? And whatever your questions are about this place. I’m sure you’ll have a list by then.”

      It broke the tension, enough. “You may invite the astronomer along for drinks, if you like. For that portion of the evening’s activities.”

      “I’ll see what she thinks.” Isembard considered. “And you’ll be chatting up everyone else at meals between now and then? I do have an idea how you work.”

      “I should hope so.” That brought out another honest laugh. “You’ve learned enough of it from me, over the years.” Then, more quietly, he added, “Being gone, I’ve missed a great deal. I’ll be needing to sort that out, and quickly. Can I rely on your help?”

      There was a time when Isembard would have instantly said yes, barely needed to think about it. The hesitation now would be telling, but he couldn’t see a way around it, not when Alexander asked like that. “We’ve all changed, Alexander
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