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      What would you risk so others could live?

      

      It is the early months of WWII and Rathna already has an idea of how bad it might get. If she can make the final connections she needs to create a new portal in a matter of weeks rather than years, she might just be able to get a few more people out of Germany’s ever expanding grasp. But she’s also been asked to take on a new apprentice. Rathna has no idea whether he’ll be willing to help, if she can trust him, or if he can trust her enough to do what needs to be done.

      

      Her husband Gabe has a challenge that will use every single one of his skills and then some. He’s been charged by the Council to coordinate magical responses to the war, not only in Albion itself, but among the many esoteric and occult groups of Great Britain. His own apprentice is brilliant, in a different way than Gabe, but this project will ask everything of them both.

      

      Together, Gabe and Rathna have built their lives to bend their passions, talents, and magics to making things better for the world around them, including their three growing children. Now their war work is going to separate them, certainly for months, possibly for much longer. As they tangle with ancient magics, seeking new ways forward, there are more unanswerable questions, tremendous risks, and a few glimmers of hope.

      

      Old As The Hills follows Gabe and Rathna’s adventures from the autumn of 1939 through the summer of 1940, a time of desperate plans to save lives and hold back invasion. It is full of ancient fae magic, the power of place, urgent witchcraft rituals, and unexpected encounters. The Land Mysteries series explores the Second World War in the magical community of Albion and is best read in order.

      

      Note: While Old As The Hills does not end on a cliffhanger, the last chapter does pose a particular and urgent question, answered in Upon A Summer’s Day. If you don’t care to be left hanging for a little, pick them both up on June 21st, 2023.
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            Chapter 1

          

          NOVEMBER 6TH, 1939 AT THE PORTAL KEEPER GUILD HALL

        

      

    

    
      Rathna was glad she’d had nearly a week’s warning before this meeting. It had given her time to plan, time to consult, and time to figure out what needed to happen if she went forward. Fundamentally, she was beginning as she meant to go on, even if that was not entirely what the young man she was meeting was expecting. Especially since it was not entirely what he was expecting.

      There were things he would know, of course: Rathna was a Portal Keeper who had finished her own apprenticeship nearly twenty years ago now. She had taken on two successful apprentices, both fully established and tending portals themselves. Her marriage and children were recorded in the Gold Book that listed all the lines of the Great Families of Albion.

      And yet, all of that was the most superficial sort of information. Her husband wouldn’t stand for that, chaotic and glorious magpie of a man that Gabe was. Nor would Richard and Alysoun, his parents. Even her children wouldn’t. Well, at least the elder two. Avigail, at seven and three-quarters, certainly had opinions, but she did not have as much experience of the world to argue from yet. That would certainly come.

      Rathna had chosen the setting for this conversation carefully. She wanted Ferdinand Howard to be off balance. The young man knew what to make of a parlour, a library, or an office. Rathna could have had her choice of those. The country house of the Portal Keeper’s Guild had plenty of parlours and offices, as well as four separate libraries. She could have chosen the Guild Hall in Trellech, or even invited him out to Veritas, the Edgarton family estate in Kent. Instead, she’d chosen the Guild estate’s orangery.

      It did not, in fact, contain orange trees of any sort. For the last century and a half, since the Guild had had the space, they’d used it to nurture and tend the saplings intended for portals. Only a few would thrive, but the trees were grown pair and pair, as was required for their eventual vocations.

      Rathna enjoyed taking her turn to tend and encourage them when she had the chance, with both fertiliser and magic. She found the place restful, in a way she’d never been able to explain, but that Gabe understood. Trees had quite simple desires compared to the rest of the world, and they were fundamentally honest about them.

      She’d chosen it because it was unusual, and she liked it. But also, the orangery was cosy, even with a brisk November wind outside. The heat radiated up pleasantly from pipes under the floor, making Rathna feel properly warm. She’d even discarded the wheat-gold shawl that went with this dress on the chair at the tea table.

      The rest of her outfit, well, that was a particular statement as well, and she’d selected it with Alysoun’s advice firmly in mind. She had decided against a saree, but her emerald-green silk frock was cut very much like one, flaring out from a fitted bodice to a broad draping skirt. The golden embroidery around the hem, collar, and sleeves picked up the theme, brighter than most people in Albion would choose to pair, but striking.

      Rathna, though, was making a point. If Ferdinand Howard had a problem with her Bengali heritage, she needed to know immediately. If he wanted someone traditional in the ways he understood tradition, she needed to know that. She kept her own learned and chosen ancient traditions, now in three distinct forms, but she suspected Howard only knew much about one of those sets.

      Precisely on time, she heard leather-soled shoes coming down the polished marble of the hallway. She turned, having placed herself where the light shone through from the glass roof above. She took her time, the way she’d learned from Alysoun and Richard, making every movement matter, not rushing anything. “Good morning, Apprentice Howard.”

      Rathna had seen him before, of course, at a conversational distance. He’d been a sworn apprentice for two years. He was two months from turning twenty-one, and decidedly handsome by current standards, with blond hair and bright blue eyes. She suspected he might still fill out a bit in the shoulders, but not by much, and he seemed to be more or less comfortable with his height. That was about Gabe’s height, a head taller than Rathna. He wore a navy pinstripe suit that - these days - she could identify on sight as coming from the second best tailor in Trellech. Along with it, he’d selected a silver-grey tie and pocket square, anchored by a moonstone tie pin. It made his house at Schola easy to read, even if she hadn’t spent hours with his file over the past few days.

      Owl House produced swots, as many people liked to point out. Many of them spent their days lost in their books or their aspirations of knowledge rather than more practical work. But Rathna had come to know a number of quite effective Owls over the years, including Lord Geoffrey Carillon. She’d test young Howard, and see what he did with a situation he hadn’t already studied.

      What he made of her house, that was perhaps the more interesting question. Rathna had found enough of a place for herself in Seal House, the most liminal of the seven. She hadn’t gone in for their more common arts and magics, though she wouldn’t be surprised if Rowena did. Their eldest daughter had taken to the house magics like, well, a seal to water, delighting in playing with them, and she was only a third year. Somehow already a third year. Both at the same time.

      Rathna was wearing her guild token, as she usually did, with the cast gold portion of the disc resting against her skin, just slightly warmer than anything else touching her. The lemniscate on the visible side had an aquamarine for her Schola house in one half, and the labradorite that shimmered and flashed with the portal energies in the other. Both echoed the deep green of the frock and the gold of the embroidery. She’d hung it on a thicker golden chain than most did. It was one of the little touches that her parents - their memories a blessing - would have read as all the visible signs of success and security they’d craved when they came to England.

      Howard came within a foot or two, just the right amount of polite distance. He made a sharp and precise bow, and when she extended her hand, palm down, he took it carefully in his own and made a precise kiss over it. “Magistra Edgarton.” As he straightened up, he looked her in the eye, which was a good sign. The very Continental manners, his own heritage on his mother’s side, those were more complicated to read correctly, especially at the moment.

      “A pleasure.” Rathna offered a smile. No reason to be harsh about any of this, and again, beginning as she meant to continue was the thing here. “Do let’s have a seat. I gather you prefer coffee. My husband does as well. He approves of this roast.” She didn’t expect other people to like tea the way she took it when she had a chance. Rathna gestured toward the table. Howard hovered by his chair until she was settled, then took his own seat.

      She nodded at him. “Do pour for yourself, the cream and sugar as well.” There was a little decorative tower of plates with biscuits. She’d brought the orange-scented shortbread from Veritas, where Cook had a touch with them. Rathna poured from her own pot, inhaling the spices of the chai masala before she added her own cream and a dipper of honey. There was talk of rationing, starting soon, but a childhood of scarcity had taught her a great deal about enjoying things while she could.

      Only when all of that had been sorted did she continue. “Our goal today is to see if you might suit as my apprentice and if I might suit as your apprentice mistress. I am, to be up front about it, nothing like Master Fortnum. I respect him, his work, and his training, but we have decidedly different styles and approaches.”

      On the other hand, beggars couldn’t be choosers. Davis Fortnum had been called up for war work, and it wasn’t suitable for an apprentice. They’d sealed the portals against those in Germany and Austria and Czechoslovakia, of course, each in turn. But layering additional protections without damaging the portal connections was fiddly, delicate work that needed extensive experience. More to the point, it didn’t generally allow for extended explanations.

      “Magistra?” Howard looked up from his own cup, now a medium brown with the cream. It was not a particularly informative reply, even if it was suitably polite.

      “It must be both of our choices, of course.” She wondered, all of a sudden, if that was what hadn’t been in the file - or one of the things - if he’d been given a choice about going into the guild in the first place. She gestured slightly with a hand, the gleam of her wedding band and betrothal ring catching the light. “I’ve read your formal records with the guild, and of course, I’ve talked with Master Fortnum about what you’ve studied so far. But I would like to hear from you, directly, about your experience and background.”

      “Background, Magistra.” He gathered himself up. “My father is Francis Howard, of the Wiltshire Howards. Mother is German.” Rathna couldn’t tell if that slight pause were deliberate or simply a needed breath. “She’s lived here for many years, since before the Great War.” He wasn’t tentative about it, at least. He must have known she’d know, and she respected the way he rode that delicate line of protective defensiveness that Rathna used herself. Telling people the distasteful thing up front meant they couldn’t claim it was kept from them later. “I have two older brothers and an older sister. I’m the youngest by five years. The others are all married and established.”

      Rathna nodded. “A good start, though I am more interested in who you are than who your people are, in the more genealogical sense. Though, of course, our parents shape us in all sorts of ways.”

      He nodded once, as if thinking about saying something and deciding against it. He governed his impulses, then. That was useful information. Gabe would have asked, almost certainly, unless the duel of the conversation would go better if he refrained. “You have children, Magistra, from what I read?”

      “I do.” She leaned back a little to tug the shawl over her shoulder from the back of the chair, partly for effect, and partly to keep the draught off her neck. She’d have to check the charms on the glass when they were done. One of them must have loosened beyond the tolerance of the insulating cantrip. “Why do you ask?” He wouldn’t have overlapped with any of them at school. Rowena hadn’t started until the autumn after he left Schola.

      “Pardon, Magistra. Your family comes up in conversation from time to time.” Which it might well, especially among the Howards. Those weren’t people Rathna knew well. The Wiltshire line of the family didn’t directly hold the land magic, but Rathna didn’t know the Devon side of the family much better, for all she saw them at the obligatory rituals and social events. They had to make an appearance, since Gabe was his father’s Heir in that as in other things. Also, Alysoun always appreciated both company and an arm at that sort of do.

      “My husband? His parents? Morah Avigail, her memory a blessing, who trained me?” The phrase came to her as naturally as always, but she saw it hit him oddly. Another thing he hadn’t expected, then. And of course, he would never have known her beloved apprentice mistress, who’d given her a home from the time she was fourteen until she married Gabe.

      Avigail Levy had died eight years ago, not long before their youngest daughter had been born. She’d lived to a grand old age, surrounded by children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and died content with her life. Rathna missed her every day, and three or four times more on Friday evenings.

      Howard had the grace to blush. “The first two, Magistra. And your children. They weren’t sure what to make of Magistra Levy beyond the fact she was respected by the guild.” No, the Howards wouldn’t know what to do with a woman who’d gone to Schola, but who’d made her life among the Jewish community in Spitalfields. Those with magic who lived there, like Rathna and Morah Avigail, kept to the agreements of the Pact, but otherwise lived lives intertwined with those without it.

      Rathna nodded and Howard went on. “Lord Richard Edgarton has held the title since his father’s death in 1901, and the lands are widely considered to be flourishing, both agriculturally and magically. He is, as I am sure you know, both a Captain in the Guard, and a respected Magistrate for nearly as long. Lady Alysoun Edgarton comes from the Forsythes, though the family has been a bit attenuated in her own generation.” Her brother, expected to continue that line, had died in South Africa.

      He took another breath, as if needing a moment to figure out what he should make sure to mention. “I have heard many good things about Veritas. The architecture, as well as the current health of the land.” That, now, held a hint of hopefulness, that this wasn’t going to just be a dull and rote recitation of known facts. Rathna knew the architectural magics were well up to snuff; Gil Oxley had lived at Veritas for five years now. His chosen partner, Magni, had been Richard’s own apprentice master. When he’d finally retired from the Guard, their house just outside Trellech had been a bit much for them to maintain. Gil was still one of the foremost experts on architectural magic, and just as busy consulting as he chose to be. Howard hesitated. “And you have three children with your husband.”

      Ah, he was entirely unsure what to make of Gabe. That put him in the same company as most of Albion, so it wasn’t anything to be ashamed of. And they could tackle the matter of the children quickly enough. “Our eldest, Rowena, is at Schola, in her third year in Seal House. Anthony is in tutoring school. Our youngest, Avigail, is very almost eight, as she would tell you.”

      She saw a moment of the flash of consideration, and she went on. “She is named for Morah Avigail Levy, my apprentice mistress, yes, her memory a blessing. They have a custom, a longstanding tradition, among their people - she was Jewish - that you do not name a child for someone living. But she died knowing I would have another daughter, and that I would name her Avigail.” It was a particularly tender point. If he were a bigot about her own parents, that was one thing. If he were going to be an antisemite, that was even less tolerable. Best to know now, so she could declare her refusal and be done with the question.

      Howard nodded once, then considered his options, showing no further reaction to the matter of Morah Avigail, negative or otherwise. “Your husband, Magistra, is the eldest child of his parents, and Heir to the land magic for that part of Kent. He’s considered gregarious and charming.” He stopped before saying more, and Rathna suspected Howard had come across a story or two from women who thought that charm meant he could be seduced. Which he couldn’t be, not like that, certainly. “Attentive to the land, Magistra, and my family respects that.”

      That much was certainly true, though it left a lot out. She’d never met anyone who loved the land as much as Gabe did, not even his father or Geoffrey. However, the way Howard had danced around things gave her an opening to challenge him and see what he did with it. Rathna was no duellist, but she’d married into a family of them, and she’d been looking for a chance to see what he did when he was pressed.

      Rathna turned her hand over. “If you think the most important thing about my husband is that he’s Heir to his father, you are missing a great deal. Try again, please.”
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          THE ORANGERY

        

      

    

    
      Rathna settled back to see what Howard made of the challenge, picking up her tea. Gabe was going to laugh and laugh when she got home tonight. That was all to the good. He’d been increasingly worried lately, little twitches he hadn’t been able to explain. Not that the war didn’t give an excellent reason for nerves of all kinds.

      He did something she hadn’t expected. “The portal at Veritas is made of local sandstone, isn’t it?”

      “Quarried a few miles away, yes.” Rathna nodded. “You’ve not been through it, though, I believe.”

      Howard shook his head. “No, Magistra. I’ve not done much with any of the sandstone portals, so I was curious. I saw in the notes that you’ve refined the tuning.”

      Ah. She had, but explaining that was a trifle delicate. “A gift for my mother-in-law.” Alysoun suffered from pain that came and went, though mostly it came and stayed. Rathna had tuned the Veritas portal over months and years to make travel as gentle on Alysoun as she could. “Within the tolerances and scope, of course. There’s a fair bit of flexibility, especially with a private household portal.”

      Howard nodded slowly, as if that were some interesting piece of information he was now filing. “Your husband, Magistra, is a Penelope. I am afraid I don’t quite know how to appreciate his skills there.” Howard didn’t sneer, but he was clearly dubious about what the Penelopes were. Interesting and quite telling about his family’s attitudes in general.

      The Penelopes did tend to pull an air of mystery about them like a cloak. Even Rathna felt that, and she’d been married to Gabe for approaching two decades. They had their own jargon and their own codes. Aunts Mason and Witt had been firmly included as members of the family from when Gabe was tiny. They could signal each other like a couple who’d been in each other’s pockets for half a century, because, in many ways, they had.

      Though they were rarely actually in the same office. Aunt Witt was a force of order and precision, and Aunt Mason was a swirling mote of chaos, nearly as much as Gabe was. Lucy Doyle, Gabe’s own apprentice mistress, was much more along Witt’s line, and Isobel, his current apprentice, seemed to lean that way as well. It worked very well as a principle of assignment, working the polarity, so long as it didn’t send them and everyone near them round the bend.

      “What do you know of the Penelopes?” They could start there.

      Howard frowned. “They work closely with the Guard.” It was a faint sort of answer, and he seemed to know it.

      “Yes, but that is not why they exist.” He looked up at her, and Rathna took some pity on him. “We solve a particular category of problem, one that takes a specific, quite uncommon, flavour of magic. And we must be extremely skilled at our work to do it without causing more problems. There aren’t many people who can even attempt it and we have a long apprenticeship.” Gabe had, over the years, persuasively convinced Rathna how essential the Portal Keepers were, and how skilled any of them who made it through an apprenticeship had to be. Not that other people really appreciated those skills, they just complained when the portal didn’t work as expected.

      Howard nodded, hesitantly.

      “The Penelopes solve problems on a vastly larger scale. Any sort of problem. Someone comes up with a new approach to magic, and it backfires. They are the ones to solve it. An elderly alchemist locks themselves in their lab, and - well, we all know what can happen there.” She didn’t need to spell out that particular horror. There’d been another case in August that had seen extensive coverage in the papers about the need for better safety options. “They assist the Guard with investigations. The Penelopes can chase the thread of a particular magic through portals. They can figure out where someone was standing when they did something criminal, determine the cause of death in collaboration with the Healers, and much more.”

      “Magistra.” Howard nodded again, slowly.

      “They hold the depth and breadth of what magic can do in their hands and heads. And they turn it uniformly to helping people out of trouble, as much as they can. The Penelopes are experts in a dozen different kinds of magic, though they do in fact pick specialities. They work with each other closely, borrowing a cup of cleverness or expertise whenever it’s needed. They can’t let their egos get in the way, or nothing would get done. So when I tell you that Gabe had the shortest apprenticeship in the Penelopes in three centuries, finishing when he was twenty-one, it tells you a bit about his range of skill.”

      “Shortest....” Oh, there was a burst of jealousy there, though he tamped it down quickly. Not quickly enough for someone who’d learned from Gabe and Alysoun and Aunts Mason and Witt how to spot that sort of thing, but quickly. “May I ask what his specialty is?”

      “Magic that affects places. Architectural, but also the land magic. He hadn’t quite intended that, but they do keep asking him, because he’s Heir to his father and has been for so long. The two work well together. He’s a terror in an alchemy lab, but much more to the furnishings than to himself, thankfully.” Gabe had a very real appreciation for the safety precautions that mattered. Thankfully. Or the marriage would probably have done her in.

      Gabe was impulsive, quick, and didn’t hesitate, but he was also often absolutely right about what needed doing and how. A burst of intuition with thumbs, and rather longer reach than a toddler. She half-smiled at it, and then held the moment. Let Howard puzzle over that. It would do him some good.

      The young man across the table from her was quiet for a long moment. “This is not what I expected, magistra. Perhaps, would you be so kind as to instruct me? In what I should be considering.”

      That had the first real solid of promise she’d heard yet. “Master Fortnum has given you an excellent and deliberate grounding. But the way I teach expands from what is known to be true to what might be possible.” She lifted her fingers, calling a charmlight wordlessly. “I learn a great deal from my husband.” She sent the burst of magic and vitality off toward a pair of the trees that could use a little more help. “Before I met him, I was a trifle rigid.” Also terrified of stepping out of her assigned place in society. “May I ask what your parents think of your apprenticeship?”

      It mattered, whether he was here because of some obligation, internal or external, or whether he honestly felt a pull toward it. She could teach the skills of tending portals, but she couldn’t teach the desire to do so. Portals went at their own speed. She had not put Howard off yet, but she also hadn’t heard that spark she wanted from him, some desire beyond it being a respected profession and specialty.

      Howard cleared his throat. “I’m the youngest. It’s known to be an honour, to be asked to apprentice here. It is work, yes, and my family does not generally need to do that.” Rich as well as posh, then, not that the two always ran together, especially these days. “They don’t entirely know what to make of me. They aren’t upset that I chose to apprentice, but it would....” His voice faded out.

      “It would be complicated if you didn’t continue.”

      “Yes, magistra.” His manners remained impeccable, though he had flushed, his cheeks going pink. It was one of the downsides of being quite that fair.

      “Do you want to continue?” That was another question he definitely hadn’t expected. His chin came up, there was a flash of utter confusion on his face. She went on, more gently. “If you do not wish to, this would be a, shall we say, decorous way to end your apprenticeship. A public good reason.”

      Howard didn’t hesitate. “Mistress, I’d like to continue, if it is possible. I don’t feel I know much at all yet, but what I have learned so far, I…” He stopped and looked away. Ah. He had feelings about it then, and it was beyond him to show those feelings, certainly to her. She could indeed work with that, given a little time. Probably also an application of Gabe, to shake things loose.

      Briskly, she went on, saving him from the awkwardness. “Well, then. I believe in giving my apprentices my best. On that note, you may want to talk to Mhairi and Petrus about what to expect from me before you make a formal commitment. You’d not have met them, I suspect, other than perhaps very much in passing. Mhairi’s up in Scotland, and Petrus has been deeply involved in the adjustments to the Plymouth portal the last two years.” She reached to one side of her teacup, where her journal waited, and pulled out a small cream coloured card. “Their full names, so you can write by journal. They know you might write tonight.” The magical journals were tremendously handy, and the guild had made them a requirement for all members and apprentices in 1925. It had vastly simplified everyone’s lives.

      “Magistra.” He barely hesitated, then reached for the card. “What will they tell me, magistra? About your training?”

      “That I’m fair minded. Patient, as long as someone’s doing their best. Though they both saw me tear strips off someone who wasn’t. He was an apprentice at the same time as Petrus.” She glanced up, arching an eyebrow. “He shaped up.” It had, however, been the talk of the guild for a good six months. “That I get ideas and I want to try them out.”

      Howard nodded, cautiously. “May I ask, magistra, does my family background bother you?” Ah, that was quite brave of him, if he was as earnest as he seemed.

      “Your mother? Or your father’s people?”

      “Mother’s, mostly. The white paper that came out from the British government last week.” He had the good grace to look worried. That paper had laid out, in quite plain language, what was happening to Jewish men and women in Germany, and to anyone who opposed the Nazi government. Even quite minor offences could get one thrown into a work camp, perhaps never to emerge.

      “The question, on the whole, is what you value and what you choose. You have a choice here. It is a limited choice because of circumstances beyond your control.” She hesitated, then decided to give him the gift of knowledge. “I had not taken an apprentice recently because I have been working on something complex.”

      “Magistra?” He leaned forward, though. That was promising.

      This was the crux. She had to decide which way to go with this, whether to tell him what she was working on, or wait until she figured out if there was a faint chance he might actually be able to help. She chose the former. He should have as many choices as he could be given. “Your oath on the Silence, not to share this with anyone I don’t designate? It is related to the war and security.”

      He didn’t hesitate, making an oath on the Silence and his magic. She wondered what flashed through him. The Silence oath brought a moment of greatest fear to the one taking it, what should force them to silence if they tried to break it. What could break a spirit, if pressed at, and shatter a mind into pieces. Whatever his was, only a flicker of it showed on his face, but of course she wasn’t as adept at reading those signs as some people she knew.

      Rathna went on, keeping her voice even. “I have been working on research and some trials to see if we might establish a portal far more quickly than we have in the past. A matter of months, maybe weeks, rather than years. You know the Fatae tales of them springing up overnight, yes?”

      Howard’s eyes had got wide. “That’s impossible.” It came out clipped and quick, before he flushed again. “Pardon, Magistra.”

      “No one has been able to do it since the Pact.” The Fatae portals were different in so many ways from the ones humans had learned to make from them, perhaps most obviously in how they grew. “But we said it was impossible to create them across water, and the ones on Samson Island and in the Hebrides are doing well enough. A bit touchy in bad weather, but predictable about it.” Once one had solved one mythological problem, others seemed decidedly more within reach.  Though someone did have to sail out and bang on those island portals with a metaphysical hammer on a regular basis to make them behave.

      Howard considered that, and he had the patience to hold his tongue while he did. Finally, he said, “May I ask about the results so far?”

      “An excellent question.” It was, and she was generous with her praise for a number of reasons. “We’ve made two. The process can’t be forced in the trials we’ve made so far. The portal that results isn’t terribly stable, but you have plenty of warning before it collapses. You can’t take much ferrous metal through it, certainly not much worked iron. It takes focused magic, trained skill, and raw power. As well as, well, convincing the local water or stone to do what you wish.”

      “Not trees, magistra?” Trees were the other form of portals they could make, which was impossible to forget in the orangery.

      She shook her head. “I haven’t had luck with trees.” She suspected it was because it was tricky to find paired trees in an otherwise suitable location.

      Howard considered again, reaching for his coffee. Rathna matched him with a sip of her chai, charmed to still be the perfect temperature. Then, slowly, he asked, “If you made one, what would you do?”

      “Ideally? You know of the kindertransport? Getting children out of Germany. Jewish children, in particular, but anyone who’d be at risk for their lives. Innocents.” She gestured, twisting her fingers in the air. “It could be abused all sorts of ways. Though it wouldn’t permit the passage of anything like automobiles or cars, or probably even rifles. Even the axles on a cart are iffy. And there are other complications.”

      “Other complications, magistra?” He was leaning in again. Good, she’d done a fine job of hooking his interest.

      “May I ask, have you visited your mother’s family in Germany? Are you familiar with the portals there?”

      “I— pardon, magistra, but I need to know why you’re asking.” He stammered, flushed, and looked down. She waited until he looked up again, not quite meeting her eyes.

      “To anchor the portal, you must tie it into the existing Fatae portals. The more recent ones, since the Pact, won’t do, and of course, all the portals on the Continent are Fatae made.” They had nothing like Albion’s Portal Keepers, who were a gift and consequence of the Pact made in 1484. “You do not need to go there or to open the portal between the two. You need them for alignment.” And it would work for only portals the creator knew well enough.

      She’d worked out that part, painstakingly, with Thesan Wain, Astronomy professor at Schola and now a close friend. Thesan was a year younger and had her own particular brilliance in her chosen field. It had taken them all of one summer hols, and regular work through the next school year, to do the mapping. She let the question she’d asked sit.

      Finally, slowly, he swallowed. “Does that mean that’s why you’d take me on, so I could help with it?”

      “The question of whether or not I take you on is, shall we say, distinct from your choice to help here. On the other hand, it is the research I am working on, and if you apprentice with me, I will continue working on it, with or without your help.”

      Howard nodded slowly. “Do you have other questions for me in making your decision?”

      Rathna shook her head. “If you wish to agree, we will need to talk in detail through your training so far. You will need to work through some of the basics with me again, so I can figure out what we need to cover. A tad tedious, but a return to the essential skills never did me any harm, or anyone else I know.” She spread out both hands. “We could give it a trial, for a couple of weeks, a month or two. See how we do.”

      Howard nodded, carefully. “And the etiquette, magistra?”

      He was so careful about that. It was, on the whole, endearing. Certainly, it was a great deal better than the alternatives. “You may call me magistra or mistress, as you prefer, for the moment.” Rather than the more intimate form, with her first name attached. “We will see about it after that.”

      “Magistra.” He nodded. “Howard, or apprentice, as pleases you, for now?”

      “Certainly.” Rathna had expected formality from him. He was decidedly from the sort of family - both parents - where that would be the most comfortable for him. “Write to Mhairi and Petrus tonight. See what they tell you. If you wish to make a trial, we can begin tomorrow by signing the papers. I’ll make it all right with the Guildmaster.”

      “Magistra.” Howard swallowed once, hard. “I expect that will be my answer.”

      He really didn’t have much choice, no matter how much she wished he did.
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          NOVEMBER 6TH IN THE MINISTRY QUARTER

        

      

    

    
      Gabe opened the door to the meeting room, leaned his cane against his thigh, and blinked. “So I should tell Isobel we might be a bit?” Isobel, in the hallway behind him, was a year or so out from finishing her apprenticeship. She could certainly start processing the materia they’d collected this morning and do it properly without his supervision.

      Aunt Mason snorted, and Aunt Witt arched an eyebrow. They were seated facing the door, with Witt in the centre of the three seats on that side of the table and Mason to her right. Witt looked entirely proper, as always, while Mason’s hair was up in a remarkably tidy bun compared to her usual. She was setting out her pen and notebook.

      Gabe glanced at Isobel, and let his mind shift over to a more professional mode. “Back down to my workroom, Isobel, and get a good start on the sympathetic resonances. I’ll be down when,” he turned back to the room, considering the number of chairs and the coffee and tea service. “Eventually.”

      “I should get a sandwich for you from the canteen if it gets on for lunchtime.” Isobel had taken a step back when he paused, pushing a bit of her blonde hair back behind her ear from where it had escaped from her bun.

      “Please.” If it were a substantial sort of project, he’d both need to eat and forget to eat. “And for yourself, mind.”

      She laughed, turning away. She was wearing the near enough standard uniform of the Penelopes, as he was. In her case, that was a black skirt, dark green vest, and a white blouse. Like his, the cuffs were a bit splattered. They’d had a bit of a problem with the ink earlier, and there was a small rainbow of delicate pigment droplets like dots of embroidery. Ah, well. No help for it. He didn’t have time to go change. He’d grabbed his jacket on the way up here, and it hid most of the staining. It was rather artistic, actually. Rathna would approve of the bright colours.

      Instead, he stepped inside and took his place, nodding at his two aunts by choice. They both looked particularly well, which suggested they knew what was going to get proposed here and approved of it. Mason had looked decidedly worn when she’d been out at the house on Saturday. Now, she had a better glow to her skin, rather than the more ashy pale brown she’d had then. He hadn’t seen Witt for a week. She’d been busy with some research. She had smudges under her eyes, but her cheeks were rosier.

      He checked to see that they both had sufficient tea to be going on with and poured himself a coffee. The decent coffee, not the canteen. “You’re softening me up.” Gabe said it half-teasingly, half to see what other information he could get out of them. Now it was time to get himself settled and focused on the task at hand, not the dozen other things on his mind.

      “We want your brain fully engaged, and I gather you were out early.” Witt waved a hand. He and Isobel had been on duty overnight, and they’d got called out at half-five, which his seniors clearly knew.

      “All sorted now, other than the analysis. And Betts had a grand idea for simplifying some of that. She wants to talk it through with you, Mason, when you get a minute. Not urgent, but interesting.” Mason smiled at that. Those were the best conversations, the ones that fuelled them all.

      Witt and Mason were largely retired from field work these days; they were both in their seventies and had declared that was what younger bodies were for. But they’d kept on coordinating the work as the senior most active Penelopes. No one - not the Ministry, not the Guard, certainly not their juniors - had wanted to argue with them. They didn’t miss much, and Gabe found it immensely reassuring, especially at the moment.

      Before he could say anything else, he heard footsteps on the stone tile work, and he took his seat to Witt’s left. Right as he was properly settled, in came two men he knew by sight, and one woman he didn’t. He felt a faint shiver, the sort of thing he’d need to track down and follow to its root when he had a moment.

      Cyrus Smythe-Clive was the head of the Council. He looked appropriately resolute and formal in a deep purple robe that was striking against dark hair and strong features. Malcolm Rolls was beside him, wearing a black robe over his suit, steady. He was the usual Council liaison to the Guard and Penelopes, so Gabe talked to him regularly. He thought the woman was Hespasia Wallace, one of the senior department heads of the Ministry Outside the Borders. That was curious.

      He was fairly sure he knew more about Smythe-Clive these days than the man knew about him. Gabe had the advantage because Alexander Landry, also of the Council, was a close connection of Gabe’s family the last few years. But Alexander had kept that connection quite private, far more than his alliance with the Carillons on a number of matters. It likely meant Smythe-Clive only knew the public things, and Gabe could do a great deal with that. Gabe nodded once and let the senior Penelopes take the lead.

      Witt, in specific. The Council didn’t know what to do with Mason’s tendency to associative thought - or Gabe’s - and Witt’s order and behaving to expectations was a much better choice to lead here. “Council Members, Minister. Please have a seat. Tea?” None of the three Penelopes moved. After a moment, Rolls went and got cups, bringing them back for the other two before gathering his own. He was the decidedly junior member, then, though he was fifteen or so years older than Gabe himself. One didn’t ask the experts to fetch your tea. It started the negotiations on entirely the wrong foot.

      “We appreciate your time.” Smythe-Clive got right down to business. He was in control of himself and the setting, but Gabe could see the minute tell of his nerves about something in this situation. “We have a particular challenge at hand, and we do not know if the Penelopes are the solution. We are quite sure that if you are not, you will have an idea who is.” He glanced around from his place, across from Witt. “I assume there’s a reason you have Penelope Edgarton here, in particular.”

      “Your request for this meeting mentioned the land magic. Edgarton is our choice for such matters, due to his own familial commitments and his long-standing interest in the land and all who live on it.” Witt was clipped and precise. Gabe inclined his head once. All three of them knew who he was, he was sure. Heir to his father, entering middle age himself, and established as an expert in his field, even if most people weren’t quite sure what that actually meant. He, himself, felt for the land magic, almost instinctively. There was the bubbling surge that always responded in Trellech, that this was land, but not his to particularly tend.

      “There are several matters since the start of the war that have come to the attention of the Council and the Ministry.” Smythe-Clive went on without hesitation, though he was choosing his words carefully. “On the one hand, we have numerous reports of esoteric organisations from Britain seeking to lend their energies to occult protections of the land.” That meant folks not counted as magical by Albion’s standards. Certainly no one who’d made their promise to the Silence at twelve and was now bound by it. Gabe knew perfectly well that people dabbled. It was a significant part of the work of the Penelopes, to tidy up the mess when it went wrong.

      “The Society of the Inner Light, and all that?” Mason was the one who spoke up, a bit surprisingly. “They’re sending out letters every week.” She glanced at Gabe and arched an eyebrow. “Two people I know are getting them.” Ah. One of them was his mother, then. The other was probably Doyle, his own former apprentice mistress. She liked a bit of esoteric literary analysis as a hobby.

      Smythe-Clive nodded. “Exactly so. Good, so I don’t need to explain the context. We don’t want to stop them, mind. We instead need to make sure that whatever they get up to neither goes against the Pact, nor causes problems for those who are doing our own work on the magical front.”

      That raised half a dozen questions for Gabe, and he pinched the skin between his thumb and index finger to keep from saying anything. He hoped Witt and Mason appreciated his self-restraint and containment. Fortunately, Witt asked one of the most demanding questions immediately. “And on the other?”

      “We have verified reports of the Wild Hunt riding in the opening days of the war.”

      There was dead silence in the room for a good minute. Focus was no longer a problem. Gabe’s mind was rapidly whirring through the implications. He desperately wanted to discuss this with half a dozen people. They’d not sworn him to secrecy. Everyone he wanted to talk to was either on the Council or sworn as an analyst to the Guard or under the same oaths. Even his wife. He had an idea what Mason and Witt were working through as well.

      When no one spoke, Gabe finally leaned forward slightly. He could feel something spinning now, the sorts of magics that changed the world. “That would be a Council matter, surely?” By one count, each of the Council was a twenty-first part of a sacred king. They were ennobled and enjoined by the Pact to handle those matters that needed negotiation between humans and the Fatae, after the Fatae had retreated to their own magical realms.

      Smythe-Clive spread his hands. “Yes. And no. We have no one available who can travel widely who can be spared for this. And no one who has the range of skills. We have duellists, alchemists, ritual specialists, experts in protective magic, illusionists. But we need, we think, someone who can be a dozen things, and do them well.”

      Well, that was Gabe, in a nutshell. “And able to pass between magical and non-magical society easily. Comfortable with both.” Which he was. He lived and breathed a life woven through the magical community’s heart, half a dozen ways. But he also delighted in a day at the British Museum Library, or a lecture on the latest natural history in London, or even listening to a skilled mechanic go on about the wonders of an automobile. And he could wander agreeably through London’s markets and drive a suitably hard bargain, without drawing much notice. Or he had, before the war began, and he hoped he would still when it ended. Not that he said any of that.

      “Exactly.” That was Wallace. She had a remarkably pleasant voice. “The Ministry and Council are willing to provide support - staffing, equipment, all that - for a suitable person to take the lead on it. We do not know where to send someone. That is the first part of the task.”

      Frankly, for a Penelope, that was an average Tuesday. Gabe considered saying so, but a look from Witt made him subside. Witt made a series of precise inquiries. They were all about clarifying what that support meant in practical terms. Gabe didn’t follow all of it, but he thought it meant half a dozen analysts and secretaries, an alchemist on tap, and high priority draw on materia. Ah, no. Not just for this project, the materia, Witt was making short work of arguing they should also get priority for other projects of national interest.

      In a different time, Gabe would have found the negotiations fascinating. He always did. This time, though, he was trying to decide what it meant, how he would tackle it. Mind, none of them had said that he would. He could think of a dozen reasons he should be the one to do it, and rather more that made that complex.

      For one thing, it would likely mean a lot of travel, and even with the portals, he’d be away from home far more than he preferred. For another, nothing about this was simple, and a lot of it was potentially dangerous. Not so much physically, he could take care of himself there, but magically. Arguably spiritually, if the various things he’d picked up about what the Germans were up to on the magical front were valid. He’d be in the midst of it.

      When Witt wound down, Wallace looked amused and surrendered with good grace. “That’s about what I expected we’d actually come to.” Clearly she knew Witt’s measure there well enough.

      Smythe-Clive cleared his throat. “I assume you have someone in mind, Penelope Witt?”

      Witt didn’t look at him, she didn’t need to, her fingers had brushed his in signal under the table, and he’d already replied. “We are glad to assign Penelope Edgarton to this matter, as well as his apprentice Isobel Thomas. We’ll consult about the analysts and other staff once we have the full brief on what you have in mind.”

      Gabe smiled cheerfully. Oh, they were going to have questions; he knew that. He wanted them to.

      It was Rolls who first cleared his throat. “Pardon, this might require quite a bit of travel and ...” He gestured with his chin. “I know you use a cane, routinely.”

      Gabe didn’t bother to glance at it. “I do. I can, however, ride anything with four legs, rope myself up to climb a mountain, and run a good few miles without tiring if I’ve got the right boots on. I can fight a duel and best near anyone except the top duellists of Albion, and I’d give them a fair run. I have acknowledged expertise among the Penelopes in architectural and structural magic, with a decided sideline in those magical effects touching on the land magic. I can identify most native plants, animals, reptiles, and fungi, and more importantly, I know the limits of my knowledge. My ritual skills, formal and informal, pass muster with several acknowledged experts of Albion, and my wife’s knack for sympathetic magic has transitive properties.”

      He considered and added a smile. “And I am no longer nearly as impulsive as I was in my youth, which means I give Mason and Witt somewhat fewer white hairs every year.” They both laughed at that, uniformly, from his right, and the tension in the room cracked. It meant Gabe went on. “My ankle’s not as sound as some, but it’s more a question of pain than a limitation of movement. I have a great deal of experience working through it.”

      Smythe-Clive considered. “What’s your duelling standard, then?”

      “I look forward to my matches with Isembard Fortier, and we’re evenly partnered. I think I’m currently ahead by three bouts, but I picked up a new trick on a trip to India two years ago that I’ve been improving.” Isembard was the Protective magics professor at Schola, well known to the Council members. He consulted for them, and Isembard’s brother Garin had been on the Council for years. And it was a connection Gabe could make clear, because Rathna and Thesan were known to collaborate. “I don’t advertise my skills generally. It’s such a bother when people try to rise to the challenge when you had something else to be doing.”

      There was a silence again, this time more amused. Good, the way he’d gone at that had hit exactly the right note.

      “All right.” Smythe-Clive wasn’t going to argue. That was good. “Let’s get down to the details, as we know them at the moment. Malcolm, you have the materials?” The other man produced a stack of folders from a satchel and handed them out. Gabe thumbed through them, paused ten pages in, glanced at Mason, and got a nod. They’d be here for a bit, but this might just be captivatingly interesting.
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          THAT EVENING AT VERITAS

        

      

    

    
      “I have something serious to ask you.” Gabe said it clearly as soon as he pulled back from kissing Rathna hello. He’d been later than he wanted getting back. It was past seven.

      Gabe had written, of course. He wasn’t careless about that if he had any choice. But he’d assumed he’d find Rathna downstairs, chatting with his parents, Uncle Gil and Uncle Magni, or whoever was about. He hadn’t expected to find her standing by the window, like she was as full of nervous energy as he usually was.

      “Your parents are out for the evening. I already asked for supper up here.” Rathna hesitated, and that wasn’t like her either. “I have something serious to ask you too. Avigail first? She was missing you at tea.”

      “Asking her something, being asked something, bedtime? Give me a hint, please?” Gabe could generally parse Rathna’s commentary better than that. The events of the day had him more than a little off his game. Part of him was still caught up by the implications of what he’d agreed to take on, as if it had unsettled his sense of north.

      “Bedtime. You go, love. Read her a chapter. I’ll make arrangements about supper, and I wanted a couple of things out of the library. I wasn’t sure when you’d be back.” She shooed him off with a wave of her hand, and Gabe went.

      Half an hour later, he came down, restored to his proper place in the ecology after having read their youngest a chapter of her current book. It was a rather fabulist tale that drew on folklore and natural history. The author, a Thalia Morgan, had quite a knack for a turn of phrase that both delighted children and gave the adults something to think about. It was a particularly neat gift. This was the latest of hers, and Gabe was enjoying it quite a lot.

      Rathna was sitting, this time, at the small table they kept for private meals. That was more often breakfast or a working lunch, but it served just as well for supper. She was pouring tea as he came in. “I thought you wouldn’t want wine, at least not right now.”

      Gabe shook his head. “A complicated conversation, and I’m not sure what you’re going to think about it. I’m not entirely sure what I think about it.”

      Rathna nodded, pausing to brush her fingers over the back of his hand. “You first? Me first?”

      “Ladies first is proper, yes? Even if Mama isn’t here to stare at me.” Gabe settled in. “Also, I haven’t eaten since half a sandwich at two, and it’d let me get a few bites in.”

      His wife snorted. “Fair.” She did, in fact, let him get a good minute of eating in, enough to begin to take the edge off. He hadn’t forgotten to have tea, not exactly. But he’d been busy pulling things from the library, after he’d sent Isobel off to continue the analysis she’d been doing under some further supervision. He certainly wasn’t sure how to talk to her about this, and absolutely not before his wife.

      Once he’d paused, Rathna cleared her throat. “I had a decent conversation with Ferdinand Howard.” Somewhere in the middle ground, then, not as easy as Gabe had hoped, in an optimistic phase, but not horrible, either. “He’s writing to Mhairi and Petrus, but I expect we’ll sign the papers on trial basis in the morning.”

      “Did you ask about the portals?” This was the tricky part of talking through things, as they had done in depth as part of preparing. There were so many ways the conversation could go once the other party was actually involved.

      “We talked about my research. He asked if I’d want his help with it. We didn’t get beyond that. He doesn’t know what to make of me.” Rathna tapped her finger on the edge of the plate, then nudged it closer to Gabe, and he took another half sandwich.

      “You did get him off balance, then. Good. What did you think of the rest of it?”

      “I think he loves his mother, and isn’t sure that’s permitted.” Rathna came out with it quickly. She must have been thinking about it all afternoon. “He’s cautious about her. Of course it’s delicate.”

      Gabe nodded. They in fact knew more about the Heinrichs, Howard’s mother’s people, than he likely expected. That was thanks to both Geoffrey Carillon’s earlier connections in Germany, and Geoffrey and Alexander’s particular adventures in Berlin four years ago. Proud people, fond of their traditions, magically competent, but - as Geoffrey had put it once - perhaps a bit more focused on themselves than on others.

      That Dita Heinrich had married an Englishman, even one of such excellent family as the Howards, had apparently been something of a scandal. And it wasn’t entirely clear why she’d been so insistent, not from the visible information. Geoffrey hadn’t been able to decide, still, whether she’d been deliberately escaping her family, or whether it had been an unexpected love match. Or both. Both was always a possible answer.

      “But you think he knows the portals?” Gabe offered this carefully.

      She nodded once. “He didn’t say. And asking him to help is a huge question. Of course, he’d feel loyal to his family. Both sides of it. But I think he does. Or maybe he knows one somewhere that’s still neutral. I made it clear I’d be working on it, if I took him on.”

      Gabe let out a rush of breath. “How soon?” That was the question. Was she going to go charging off to the Continent now, in a month, in the spring? The war was changing every day, and he knew - they both knew - that the window where she could do any good was shrinking.

      “Not yet.” Rathna let out a long breath. “Early spring, probably. Even if he’ll help, we can’t do much before then. It’s a lot of outside work, it has to be. I’m not sure we could do it anyway until the ground begins to thaw. Even if the rest of it works, and I still have to sort some of that out.” She glanced down, then met his eyes again. “You’re sure?”

      That was enough to get him to stand up and come around the table, going to one knee, the weight on his good ankle. “I have the good sense to be terrified of what might happen. But I also know how much you want to do something that could truly help. I know how brilliant you are to figure this out. We need that. I’m confident you won’t take any undue risks.”

      “No more than you do.” It was what they’d said for all their partnership. He climbed out of windows, flung himself off horses, had tremendous duels with magic buffeting back and forth, descended into mine shafts, and a dozen other things. He took risks, he always would, even if he did his best to measure them and make every bit of the risk count.

      Now, it made him flinch, just once. Her hand immediately came to cup his cheek. “And that would be your part, then?”

      Gabe nodded, just once, turning his cheek to kiss her palm. “What else about yours? What can we do to help?”

      “I need to get him to trust me, and I don’t know what’s going to do that. I can hear it, the little ornamentation in my head, not quite getting the overtones to ring.” She did like music for her magical refinements. “There’s nothing there now that’s blocking it, it’s just not…” She gestured with both hands, an open but unaligned space.

      “So we hope that he’ll come to trust you and open up to you.” Gabe let out a long breath. “And begin with what you can. What does that look like?”

      Rathna had a list. Of course she did. She was organised and systematic like that, not Gabe’s chaos. “I need more time to talk to Gil. I’d like to see if Magni can evaluate Ferdinand’s skills, the duelling and protection things, or recommend someone to do it. There’s a lot of gear to think about, and much of it’s going to be tricky to get.” Seeing as how it was in high demand for the war effort.

      “You’ve got lists. We’ll work through them. Call in favours. Do you have—” He hesitated. Rathna was going to do this, whether she had permission or not. “Do you have any idea about permissions?”

      “The Guild’s going to back me if I can figure out the locational anchors. And we probably could do something with Switzerland, if we had to, it’s just not as well positioned. We confirmed it this afternoon. The liaison to the Army wasn’t any too happy about it, when we brought up the idea a month ago, but he can’t stop us.”

      The current man in charge was rigid, even by Army standards, and Gabe thought that wasn’t going to work out well for a lot of people. Major-General Gospatrick had been a great deal more reasonable, his father said, but the Army did eventually enforce retirement on senior officers. Rathna went on. “It helps that there isn’t a military application. If it works, we could get Healers to more places, though. Or get them out quickly.”

      “Well, there’s just you who has the trick of the work. And not so many who could go over.” Her former apprentices might grasp the work, but Petrus was needed just as much in Plymouth, and Mhairi was expecting and couldn’t travel much, certainly not in possible battle conditions.

      “So. I have to go.” Rathna hesitated, then reached for his hand. “Help me?”

      “Always.” He pushed himself up, then, to tug her to lean against him. There’d be more of that later tonight. His stomach picked the worst time to grumble - or perhaps the best, because it made Rathna giggle.

      “Eat. Sentimentality and pragmatism later.” It was one of the many unending things he loved about her, that she understood how to balance things. He smiled and kissed her before going back to his chair.

      Again, she let him get a bit of food, then she murmured. “Yours?”

      “The meeting at eleven ran to past six.” Gabe took a breath and looked up. “Cyrus Smythe-Clive, Malcolm Rolls, Hespasia Wallace - she’s senior in the Ministry Beyond the Borders. And Aunt Witt and Aunt Mason.”

      “And you.” Rathna considered. “And you were their choice, obviously.”

      Gabe nodded. “And I could see why once we heard the details. They got a two-line summary, that it was something about the land magic. And obviously, well.”

      Rathna waved a hand. “Half a dozen reasons why they started with you, only one of which is about Richard.”

      Gabe felt his mouth quirk up. “Well. Who I am in other ways, also Papa’s doing. Do you have things to tell Mama about how the conversation with Howard played out?”

      His wife grinned, and Gabe was glad to see her eyes dancing with amusement. He liked it much better when she was smiling, even if they were talking about difficult and complicated things. “Quite a few, and yes, she’ll be delighted. And she’ll probably want some distraction in the next day or two. I gather tonight wasn’t in the original plans. Magisterial social obligation of some kind.”

      That meant a death or some other sort of crisis, or Papa wouldn’t have had Mama come along. Something with social expectations, as well as practical ones. “She’ll be glad to hear, I know.” Right, he’d had a chance to gather himself.

      Rathna settled back in her chair, just waiting patiently, though she added. “It’s not going to explain itself, Gabe.”

      “Long and short of it is that they want someone who can take a look at all the different threads of magic and attempted magic going on, and make sure no one messes things up horribly.” Rathna was about to say something, and he held his hand up. “Council doesn’t have the right people for it, which I had the sense not to bring up in the meeting, but I definitely need to talk to Alexander. Geoffrey as well, he’ll have good ideas.” Geoffrey was Lord in his own right, but he’d done extensive Intelligence work in the last War and since. He landed solidly in the generation between Gabe and his parents. But the Carillons’ own children were more or less of an age with Gabe and Rathna’s, and that made a bond.

      His wife nodded slowly. “I assume there are briefing papers?”

      “There are. And they didn’t have me make any additional oaths about it. Usual restrictions.” He wouldn’t have taken it if he couldn’t share it with Rathna, honestly. There were tasks where he would have, but not this one. To make it work, he was going
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