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      Can a chivalrous lord and his clear-sighted wife find love together?

      As a child, Richard dreamed of knighthood and gallant deeds. As a grown man, he is committed to doing his best as an officer of the Guard, as a Lord of the land, and as a father. Living up to his oaths is easy. Being a good husband is much more of a challenge.

      Alysoun has done everything expected of a woman in her position. She has married well and had two clever, healthy children. That's not enough. Richard is kind, but increasingly distant. Alysoun herself has pain and fatigue magic can't fix. In truth, she is isolated and more than a little bored.

      When Alysoun visits a new museum exhibit, she sees something odd in one of the stained glass pieces. Investigating could bring her closer to Richard or at least give them something to talk about. But it might threaten his position or even his life.

      Join Richard and Alysoun in 1906 as they explore a mystery, take on new oaths, and discover each other after years of marriage.
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      Pastiche is set in the Edwardian era of Albion, the magical community of England, Wales, and Scotland. It is a standalone story of an arranged marriage turning into a true love match.
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            ONE

          

          1ST JUNE 1899 NEAR STROUD, GLOUCESTERSHIRE

        

      

    

    
      Alysoun was ready, as ready as she would ever be. Her gown was perfect, exactly the right shade of sapphire blue to complement her complexion and dark hair. It fell in long draping folds to the floor, covering her slippers. The gem-crusted girdle was settled low around her hips with the wedding clasp that only her husband-to-be would be able to undo. And over her head and shoulders, there was the saffron-dyed palla, ready to be drawn down from her hair for the ceremony itself.

      In a minute, they would go downstairs, and her father would present her to her husband’s family, to their assembled family and allies. She had a few moments for reverie, however, and she intended to take them, the last moments before the flow of her life changed to run in a new channel. She wanted to fix in her mind these last few minutes in her childhood room, with her dolls and her childhood stories. Even a few of the romances she’d loved of dashing knights and beautiful maidens.

      It wasn’t going to be like those stories, she knew that. This was an arranged marriage, for all she thought their courtship had been pleasing to both of them. They had not had time yet in private to discuss their hopes for after the wedding, beyond the obligations she knew the nuptial agreements discussed. She hoped, though, that there would be more than simple kindness, something between them beyond the expected children and social commitments.

      This marriage was everything she had been raised to expect, and everything she had been told to want. And she had done well, she knew that. Richard Edgarton came from a fine family, one that had been prominent in Albion for centuries. Magic ran strong in their blood, and deep as well. Her mother had been in raptures about how well their lines and tendencies in magic might combine, what that might mean for the expected children.

      And he was likely to inherit the title in not too long. His father was here today, but Richard had been a very late son, born of a second wife, when his father was past sixty. Now, his father was slowing down. There had been more than one health scare that had brought the Healers flocking. She knew he was downstairs now, her mother had told her, but carefully tended, with a wheeled basket chair, an attending nurse, and others seeing to his every need.

      Lord Edgarton had already ceded the family home, Veritas, to his son as part of the marriage settlement. The elder generation had retired to a luxurious townhome in Trellech, in the middle of the aristocratic quarter. There, they were close to their friends, and to the clubs, concerts, and social gatherings they both preferred.

      Alysoun would do her duty. To be honest, it was likely to be a much more pleasant duty than for most of her friends and cousins. Richard was young - only five years older than her twenty-two - and beginning to make a name for himself in the Guard. He had completed his apprenticeship most promptly, she had been told, though she had no idea what that meant in practice. Not when it came to the Guard. Perhaps he would explain it sometime.

      Most importantly, he had been kind to her when they had had the approved outings during their courtship. She had been surprised when he showed an interest in her after her debut and their initial introduction. He had continued sending his card, and partnering her at dances. He had escorted her to concerts, to museums, to the theatre and the opera. In the brief times together they had had, Richard had been interested and interesting, talking about things beyond the weather, the wedding planning, or the usual small talk of their social class.

      She rather expected he found the museums and the opera boring, but he had been very good-natured about it, admitting he didn’t know much about either. More to the point, he had been glad to have her explain what she found interesting, and she did not think he had been feigning politeness.

      When he had proposed, it had been beautifully done, albeit with a certain formal precision. That was the Guard influence, she suspected, or perhaps something more military. She knew that Richard had done some brief service in the Sudan, during the Mahdist war, though he barely spoke of it. Frankly, they still had a lot to learn about each other. He had come home after only six months because of his father’s failing health.

      The knock on her door startled her, but it was just her mother. “Darling, you look truly lovely. They’re all ready downstairs. And your father is just so pleased and proud.” Her mother was bubbling over with delight, breaking Alysoun’s more thoughtful mood.

      Alysoun stood, carefully, picking up the folds of her robe carefully. The movement shook the wreath of flowers on her head, and she inhaled the fragrance, taking one last moment of peace before she knew everything would begin. Her mother fussed over the arrangement of the palla, but then nodded, and led the way downstairs.

      The wedding itself turned into a blur. She had practised each piece so often, not just in the past few months, but all her life. She knew there were stories of her playing at being wed as young as five. She thought it only practical. She knew that it was her role, as the only daughter of the dwindling line of her direct family, to marry well to improve her younger brother’s possible connections.

      First came the swarm of attendants, more distant cousins on her side and others from Richard’s family. It was an excuse to gather the extended family, a chance for aunts and uncles to play their own status games. Despite that, the joyous congratulations from the cousins were contagious. By the time she entered the great hall, the place she’d known and loved and played in for so many years, she was smiling naturally, beaming at everyone she saw.

      Her own particular friends, Isabella and Emmeline, had married well before her. They were both at home, expecting children in the next few months. Both were far enough away that a trip by land was awkward and uncomfortable. And no one wanted to risk the portals, just in case something happened to the unborn child.

      Richard was waiting for her, and from there, it was like being swung into a dance whose steps she had known for so long she didn’t remember learning them. She drew back the palla, so he could see her face clearly. The light fabric fell around her shoulders and framed her face, highlighting the delicate complex braids sewn and pinned atop her head. She inhaled, smelling the flowers and the sharp bite of the mint and bay leaf as well.

      Richard nodded at her. She was terrified something had gone wrong, but then he smiled broadly, and, on the side no one could see but the celebrant, winked once at her. It made her smile, and he took her hand and squeezed it.

      There was the ceremony of the fire and the water, and the charm that showed the will of the ancestors, of their family lines, and the gods of the families. Much to her relief, the flame appeared pure and beautiful, flicking across the top of the cup and burning for a full ten seconds before fading away. Her aunts would count that as an excellent omen, the deep blue of the flame and the duration indicating it would be a long, fruitful, and prosperous marriage.

      Then there were half a dozen more specific blessings said over them, over the rings they would exchange, and over her in particular, that the marriage might be fruitful. She blushed at that, and a sidelong glance up at Richard’s face didn’t help. He was standing there, stoic and handsome, just patient and unreadable.

      When it came time for the kiss, that was the most memorable part of the ceremony. He bent to her, the first time they’d touched like that, and she realised how much taller he actually was. The spark when their lips met was stunning, and she hadn’t expected that at all.

      A wave of warmth and goodness swept through her, like nothing she’d ever felt. She knew then this was much better than simply a good choice, there was something here that was far beyond the quotidian magic of her life. It had the magic of her romances, and the intimacy they hinted at behind closed doors. It gave her hope that this might be more than a marriage of expectation, that there might, in time, be affection, even passion. She clung to him for a moment, but then gathered herself to turn and be presented to their guests as Madam Edgarton. Then, she was permitted to slip her arm through his to be escorted into their wedding supper.

      It was not until much later that night that they had any time for more than a few words with each other. Each time she thought they might have a chance, some new person came with good wishes and blessings, or someone came to clap him on the shoulder or offer a toast. She had been flattered more today than in her entire life, it seemed.

      Finally, though, they were escorted to the portal, and met on the other side by the staff of Veritas, the great house. She had been there only once, during the negotiation of the wedding contracts, and it seemed even larger than she remembered. It was near enough midsummer that it was sunset, rather than dark, even though it was nine at night.

      It was not until they drew close to the doors that he spoke again. “This must be very strange to you.”

      She nodded, but said, “I know you’ll make it easier.” It came out without her thinking it through, and she worried it would seem strange to him. Instead, he smiled again, warmly.

      “Tomorrow, I can show you the house and the estate. And your rooms - they’re clean, of course, but we thought you’d prefer to decorate them yourself. Mother made sure there were some pleasant things in there until you decide what you’d like.”

      That made her blink, but she nodded. “My rooms.” The echo made her sound foolish.

      “Oh, I won’t trouble you at night. Not other than the necessary.” He said it as if he were certain that was what should happen, as if he were pleased to have anticipated her preferences so smoothly.

      She almost stopped dead, but made herself keep walking. “If that’s how you would prefer.” Her voice was quiet, but her mind was roiling. “We haven’t had much chance to talk about any of that.”

      “No, our parents were - well. So set on everything being proper. It is all right, though, you needn’t worry I’ll be demanding, that way. I know women, that it’s sometimes difficult. I’ll do my best to be good to you.” There was an earnest note in his voice, something she heard, but didn’t know how to make sense of.

      He led her up the stairs, and she didn’t speak again until he was showing her down the hallway, the main family hallway. “These are my rooms, now. They were my father’s. I’m almost done redecorating them.” He didn’t offer to show her. “Private study, dressing room, bathing room, bedroom.” And then further down the hall, “These are yours. The bedrooms adjoin, through a little passage, but as I said, I won’t bother you.”

      “Tonight, though...” Now she really did sound nervous.

      “Oh, tonight, yes.” He sounded pleased. “You’re not scared of it? I mean. My cousin was terrified.”

      She didn’t know what she felt, precisely, but she tried to find words for it. “I’m nervous, but one of my aunts explained what to expect. And she said that women could enjoy things. Bedding. She did.” It made her blush, and she looked away. Her mother’s attempts had been pragmatic, and had not sounded appealing at all.

      He stopped, reaching to cup her cheek. “I will do my best. You tell me what you like, and I’ll do my best.” There was something very earnest in him, that made him sound five years younger rather than five years older. “I want you to be happy. It’s a big old house, and my work keeps me quite busy. But I want you to be happy. Better that way.”

      With that, he turned, and opened up the door, showing a brilliantly lit room, all sparkling chandeliers and bright whites. It felt quite sterile, uncomfortably so, and it made her head hurt for a moment.

      But that could be dealt with later. Now was for coaxing him into the bedroom, and undoing her girdle, and seeing what married life was like.
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          4TH MARCH 1900, VERITAS IN KENT

        

      

    

    
      That had all gone as well as she could have hoped, even if it had all happened a week earlier than expected. Now she had been cleaned up by the midwife and a small army of healer’s assistants. Then her lady’s maid had fussed over her and chivvied her into a clean and freshly made bed. Her son was in her arms, though, and that made it all worthwhile.

      The nursemaid had made a gesture at taking him away, tucking him in the nursery, but Alysoun was having none of that. She might have to put up with them fussing, and doing to her as much as for her, but she was insistent on keeping her son by her as much as possible. She hadn’t been entirely sure what she’d feel when he was a real person, outside of her, but so far, what she felt was mostly awe.

      Oh, of course, there was also satisfaction. She had fulfilled the most significant clause in her marriage contract, and very promptly. It was March, less than a year after her marriage, and here was a proper heir, healthy and strong. And that was all the more important, since Richard had inherited the title last December, after his father’s final decline. She wished he’d survived long enough to meet his grandson, but at least he’d known there was going to be another generation, carrying on the obligations and the titles.

      Richard, though, had been quite absent throughout most of her pregnancy. Some of it was simple logistics. She had read some of the Healer literature, and she thought the fears about portal use in pregnant women were rather exaggerated. There was nothing for it, though, with a potential heir, but to allow herself to be safely contained and minimise all possible risks. Perhaps especially the risks of gossip and scandal, as it would hardly do for Richard to have to answer for a reckless wife.

      Of course, if you read some of the literature, anything a woman did might cause dangers to the unborn child. Eating too little, eating too much, eating meat, not eating meat, wearing certain clothing or colours, not wearing those colours. The discussions of benefic magic and charms one might wear were even worse. She had been funnelled inexorably into a confined life, staying at Veritas. She hadn’t seen anyone outside the household and two or three friends since the former Lord Edgarton’s funeral.

      Nobody had explicitly said that enduring the tedium of late pregnancy was done without the presence of one’s husband. It didn’t seem the sort of thing people actually thought to mention. On the other hand, it was hardly surprising or something she could raise an objection to, particularly not when he had such important things to be doing. His work with the Guard, that mattered to far more people. At least she hoped it did, he rarely talked about it.

      Oh, Richard had been very kind, she couldn’t deny that. He’d arranged for catalogues of books to be sent, and not blinked at how many she wanted to order. Decorators had come out, to make sure her rooms were furnished with every comfort. Where it had been a stark and sterile white, now there were the colours of a summer garden pond, all deep blues and glowing greens, with brushes of other colours like blooming flowers in a broad sunny meadow.

      Richard had even encouraged her to add to the estate’s collection of art and antiquities, though she was being far more choosy there. No one really needed more portraits of horses, hounds, or decorative ruins than they already had, at least without some connection to the beast or place depicted. However, she had started wondering whether adding something to complement the stained glass in the library or the dining room might be worth doing, some fixture or decorative object that would pick up the light the same way.

      Now, once they had the naming, she could at least accompany Richard sometimes, and return to the concerts and performances in Trellech. That was something they’d both enjoyed, in the weeks before she’d known she was expecting, and she had resented having to cut it off. He was gone so often. The logical part of her - mind, not the part currently loudest - knew he had reason.

      She was sure he was working, too. Some women had husbands who strayed, who found mistress after mistress, displaying them with no concern about what their wives or mothers or sisters thought. Some men drank, or squandered futures in gambling or the more legal speculation on property, mining rights, or magical materia. Some had other distasteful habits, abuse or manipulation, she’d heard whispers about that.

      No, her isolation was not at all to her liking, but it was done in kindness. And she had obligations, as a Lady of the land, now, to set an example to others. More than that, it was her duty to not worry the people around her by doing things they disapproved of.

      But there were challenges. Her mother-in-law was not here at all. She suspected the dowager Edgarton had found childbirth utterly awful, and she refused to be anywhere near it. She was still in Trellech, though in a form of deep mourning, only seeing her closest three dozen friends or so. Alysoun tried to have sympathy, even if it seemed the Dowager Lady Edgarton hadn’t particularly been in love with her late husband. But hearing about the women coming and going, their literary readings and gatherings, made Alysoun yearn even more for her own few friends. She wanted to just curl up with Emmeline and talk books, or wander through a museum with Isabella.

      Alysoun’s own mother had come early in her labour, but taken to her bed with a sick headache before things even got properly started. She couldn’t blame her mother for her headaches, but they always came at rather inconvenient times. It had spared her a certain amount of unnecessary fussing, but it had also left her alone when there should have been family around her.

      Well, alone except for the staff, who were many, but who were not at all the same sort of thing as her friends or her mother or even her cousins. They saw her in the most intimate of ways, but even with Miss Newcomb, her lady’s maid, she could not talk at all freely. The staff themselves made such faces if she said something out of place.

      There was a knock on the bedroom door that startled everyone - except the baby, thankfully. The healer’s assistant went to open the door, speaking to someone on the other side. Then she closed it gently, and came back over to the bed, bobbing in a curtsey. “Pardon, my lady, his lordship asks if he might visit for a few minutes if agreeable to you.” That sounded exactly like what Richard had said, really.

      Alysoun smiled. “Please. And if you’d give us as much privacy as can be arranged?” He might not be terribly loquacious with her, but he would be far less so with three different women of varying ages hovering, as well as his wife.

      The woman bobbed again, and went to get the door, retreating to Alysoun’s dressing room with the nursemaid as soon as she closed the door. Richard came to about ten feet from the bed, then stopped awkwardly. She thought he’d had Guard business this morning. He’d been wearing his uniform when she saw him going to the portal from her window, but now he was in country clothes.

      The tweed suited him well, really, and the dark emerald vest he had under the jacket brought out his clear green eyes. That made her glance down at her son, whose eyes were that uncertain baby colour, but she rather hoped he’d take after his father that way, not her own muddier hazel.

      “Alysoun.” That was a good start, at least, her name and not her title. “I hope, I mean, they told me it went well?”

      She nodded. “Would you like to hold your son?”

      He shook his head immediately, but after a moment, he gestured. “May I come closer?”

      “Oh, please do.” She did not care to have this conversation with him halfway across the room, so she had to shout. Among other reasons, that hurt right now. Also, it was undignified. There was nowhere for him to sit, they’d cleared away the chairs and stools from earlier, but after a moment, he gingerly perched on the side of the broad bed, and glanced at their son again, then kept looking.

      That was proper, and reassuring. She let him look for as long as he liked, and it was only when he glanced up at her that she asked, “Settled on a name, then?”

      They had chosen half a dozen they thought might suit, but he had been quite uncertain about picking one until he could actually see the baby himself. He nodded, and said. “I don’t think he’s an Alfred, no. And we’d already decided we weren’t choosing Icarus, no matter how much Grandmama argued for it.”

      “No, we weren’t. Entirely tempting fate.” It got her a flash of a smile from him. His grandmother terrified him, she rather thought. Alysoun, from the privileged position of producing an heir so promptly, had a bit more leeway, if she cared to spend it that way. And for naming, she did. The poor wee thing would have to live with whatever they saddled him with.

      “Gabriel Anthony, do you think?”

      That had been her preference of the options from the start. Gabriel had a good rolling sound, it went well with the surname, and if and when he inherited the title, it went well with that, too. Though she very much hoped that would be decades away, thank you. She was fond of her husband, all things considered, even if she so rarely saw him. And Anthony, that was for his father, who had been an Antonius. “I like that very much. Hello, Gabriel Anthony.” She beamed down at her son, who wriggled very slightly in her arms.

      “I wrote to Mother, and she said she’ll come when you’re ready for visitors. She thought a day or two? Perhaps at the end of the week?” His mother really did not care for birthing rooms, then.

      “That is entirely fine, of course. If you could ask Mrs Bascom to make up her rooms, and air them out?” That was the housekeeper.

      “I think I can manage that. You’ve been doing a great deal of hard work. Oh, and I did manage to catch Isabella.” Her best friend. “She promises to come tomorrow, if little Alexandra’s sniffle isn’t actually a cold. And if it is a cold, she’ll write and come as soon as she can.”

      “Thank you, dear.” She meant it. Many husbands would have forgotten, she’d heard enough stories. Or considered the visits of other women to be beneath his attention.

      “And when I was in Trellech, oh, the meeting went well. Much shorter than expected.” He hadn’t actually explained what meeting it was, but that was good. “I had a chance to stop in the bookshop. I’ve several new books for you, I’ll send someone up, I forgot them on the study desk. That novel you were hoping for, and a new history of Trellech I thought you might rather like, the first chapter was very good.”

      That was even more considerate. “The history had quite a good review in, oh, I can’t remember now. Thank you, dear. Most kind.”

      He ducked his chin, standing again, a little hurriedly. “I shouldn’t tire you out. I’ll come see you tomorrow, shall I, and send the books up right away. And you let me know if you need anything, or if any of the staff turn out not to suit. I don’t want you to worry about anything, other than recovering.”

      She wanted him to stay longer, but she couldn’t deny she was exhausted, so she merely nodded. There would be other days for talking. She very much hoped. “Tomorrow. Please do.”

      Richard smiled, bent to kiss her forehead, and then he was going, out the door before she could gather her thoughts and say anything. The nursemaid swooped in, tucking the baby tidily into the crib beside her bed, and dimmed the lights, with a “You rest now, my lady.”
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          18TH FEBRUARY 1903, VERITAS

        

      

    

    
      “Afternoon, dear.” Richard had had a long day already. He’d been called out before dawn that morning, with a problem for his particular unit of the Guard. He couldn’t tell if they were getting the difficult problems to keep them out of the way, or because they made headway on them more often than not. Either way, it made him glad he had a separate bedroom. Alysoun had not been sleeping well since the new baby, and he didn’t wish to disturb her more than necessary.

      His mother had made it abundantly clear, near any time he’d been around, that men could be quite overbearing and demanding without being at all specific about how he might avoid being so. His father had been no help at all, other than as a model of how to live a life among men, going from club to private gathering to club to house party when he wasn’t at home in his own library.

      It made it hard to know what to do. Richard could tell Alysoun sometimes got frustrated, for all she was very careful not to show it to him. He could at least avoid making things worse, expecting her to rearrange whatever her plans for her time were because he showed up unexpectedly.

      At least he’d made it home for tea, and a chance to see the children before they were bustled off to bed. Sometimes he missed even that. More often than he liked, frankly, between the Guard, and the duties elsewhere in the area, and consultations at the Ministry and his clubs about various projects and charitable events. Which reminded him, there were several invitation cards Alysoun hadn’t replied to, and they really should give some indication.

      He knocked on her day room door, and heard a quiet “Come in.”

      His wife was stretched out on the sofa, with a long blanket draped over her, though she was sitting up. She didn’t precisely look ill, but she didn’t look well, either. She had a pallor to her that troubled him, and he was struck by how quiet and motionless the room seemed. “Still not feeling well, dear?”

      Alysoun shook her head. “They took Charlotte up to the nursery already, but I think Gabriel is hoping you’d be back. You could take your tea up there?”

      Richard glanced up toward the nursery rooms. “I don’t want to disrupt their routine, but I’ll go up and say hello.” He hesitated. “Would you like me to take tea with you?”

      For just a moment, her eyes lit up, and she nodded. “Please. Give me, oh, fifteen minutes? We could take tea in the parlour, downstairs? Do you need to go out again?”

      He nodded. “There’s a meeting tonight, the charitable ball for the library roof repairs, I really should be at it.”

      “To make sure they don’t make short-sighted decisions, quite. It’s dangerous enough doing the repairs, no sense doing them more often than needed.”

      “Exactly. If you were there, you’d set them all to rights immediately, I know. I shall have to do my best imitation.” He made sure his voice was brisk and cheerful. He knew she would do better if she were able to be there, she had a way of arranging things sensibly. Whatever she touched seemed better. Except Alysoun herself, somehow.

      Alysoun flushed, and looked away for a moment, and Richard felt suddenly awkward. These moments happened more and more, and he wasn’t sure what to do with them. “Let me go see the children, and I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      “Excellent.” Mind, she didn’t move until after he left the room. He didn’t know what was wrong with her, and the Healers she’d seen so far hadn’t been much help. They’d made arrangements for her to see the senior Healers, the ones who didn’t make house calls except in the direst emergencies. That would happen once she could travel enough with the baby to go to Trellech.

      The Healers they’d seen had at least assured them both that the difficulties were pain and fatigue, but nothing that would cause long-term damage at the moment. He would have to trust that, much as it bothered him. It wasn’t a problem he was used to solving, it didn’t get better when she rested, or when she tried different foods or exercise. It must be far more frustrating for her, but he just wanted to make things better and could see no plausible solution.

      The nursery was, in contrast, all bustling energy. Gabriel was tottering around while the nursemaid focused on getting his sister ready for bed, and that at least meant Richard could be some slight use. The nursemaids usually were entirely on top of things. Frankly, he was often terrified he’d put a foot wrong and be scolded for exciting the children or promising them something they’d been forbidden.

      Today, though, it was all smiles and laughter. As soon as Gabriel saw his father, he came rushing over, and Richard swung him up, balancing him on his hip. “Just here to say hello, Nanny.” Nanny Wain was bustling out of the night nursery when she heard a new voice, but she nodded. She’d been here for a year, and knew their routines well. Unlike the nursery maid, who’d only been here a month or so, and much of that disrupted by baby Charlotte’s arrival.

      “If you have a few minutes, your Lordship?” Nanny gestured to the reading chair.

      Richard considered. “Time for a short book, yes.” Gabriel bounced a little in his arms, and he brought him over to the little reading nook, in the window looking out over the gardens. It was a lovely view, even in this rather muddy stage of later winter.

      Richard managed to settle without being too awkward, and Nanny Wain handed him a book once he had Gabriel more or less settled. It was one he remembered from his own childhood, a selection of tales about magical creatures. No dragons, not yet, but there was one here about a hare chasing the moon.

      Reading it went well enough, and when it was done, Nanny had sorted out the tea tray, and was ready to encourage Gabriel through the proper steps of the evening.

      “I’ll get out of your way, Nanny,” he said, promptly. “I hope to be up for a bit longer tomorrow, events willing.” He appreciated a routine, and he knew he didn’t want to interrupt theirs. And besides, he was still sure Nanny thought he was up in the nursery far more often than most fathers were.

      “Of course, your lordship. A pleasure, as always. Give your papa a kiss goodnight, Gabriel, like a good boy.” That got him a peck on the cheek, before Gabriel wriggled down and went to cling to Nanny’s skirt as Richard got up.

      He nodded to the nursemaid, not wanting to get anywhere near the changing Charlotte apparently required. “Good night, all.”

      By the time he’d washed up and retreated downstairs, it had been a good twenty minutes. Alysoun had clearly only just arrived downstairs herself. She was wearing a loose tea gown, in a shade of twilight blue that flattered her, but without, he suspected, any corseting. His mother would have commented on it, where Alysoun could hear, and not kindly. Richard saw no reason she should need to be laced into something he could barely unlace her from with a map and a good stout pair of scissors in case of error. Especially not when she was in so much pain.

      Fortunately, his mother had come for a bare week’s visit after the birth. Then she had retreated to her townhouse in Trellech, and from there on to her usual late winter tour of sunnier and warmer climes. And Alysoun’s mother’s visit had been brief, overlapping enough that they had kept each other busy. There was no need to worry either of them with Alysoun’s health. Alysoun was quite capable of telling her mother what she wished, and Richard’s mother, well, it was better not to upset the expectations.

      His mother had been very clear, all along, that he had duties, and that he should spend his time and energy on them. That she herself had no need of his attention, and that his future wife would likely prefer to be left to her own pleasures. Richard felt there was something he was missing in the equation. His training as a Guard had taught him to pay attention to the small cues, but it kept failing him when it came to his wife. He could not tell if she wanted him to spend more time with her, or if she considered him an irritation and interruption. She could simply be saying what she thought he wanted to hear.

      He took his place at the informal table, across from his wife, and smiled at her. “I read a story to Gabriel. And Nanny seemed to have things well in hand.” She was a cousin of Alysoun’s own nanny, apparently, and this was her third household, with the other sets of children having graduated to governesses and tutoring houses. Talking about the children was a safe topic, he’d learned that quickly.

      “I’m sure he liked that. He was asking about you earlier, when she brought him down before their walk.”

      “A bit brisk out there. You didn’t go out?” It was hard to keep the worry out of his voice. He’d hoped she’d at least been able to enjoy the terrace and the sunshine.

      Alysoun shook her head. “I couldn’t get warm today as it was, even with the warming charms on the blanket. Thank you for that, dear, it does help.”

      He tilted his head. “Just not as much as you’d like.”

      She nodded. “I, yes. I’m sorry it’s such a bother.” He felt sure she was apologising for her illness, she kept doing that, and he wasn’t sure what the apology was meant to do.

      “They did say you might improve.” He tried to be hopeful about it, but if anything the past week was worse. More pain, in her muscles, more headache, more poor sleep.

      “Perhaps.” She sounded unconvinced, and he really couldn’t blame her. “How was your day? I thought I heard you, early this morning.”

      He immediately said, “I’ll have someone check the sound charms, I really didn’t want to disturb you, darling.”

      She waved her hand. “It was, I was awake anyway. If you see the light on, you could poke your head in?”

      There was something tentative in the last part of that, and he immediately frowned. “I don’t want to - I might wake you.” It was the instinctive response, but surely, with her sleep as bad as it was, she couldn’t want him to risk waking her at five or six in the morning.

      Alysoun deflated, that was the only way he could describe it. “And you’re out tonight. Tomorrow?” He’d definitely handled that wrong, but he wasn’t sure how to fix it.

      “Not tomorrow unless something comes up with the Guard.”

      “Like this morning?” She didn’t pry about his work, but he found himself wanting to say a little more.

      “Like this morning. We keep getting sent on the odd calls. The ones that are a bit queer.”

      “Oh?” She was picking at her food a bit, but she was eating, that was encouraging.

      “This morning’s was someone who thought she was seeing ghosts. Shapes outside the window, that sort of thing. And she stormed into the local Guard at something like three in the morning.”

      “Did you figure out what it was?”

      “Oh, there’s a man, a veteran, discharged nearby. Near as we can tell, he got a head injury in South Africa, and the keep-away enchantments don’t work well on him. He didn’t mean any harm, he was just trying to figure out why there was a house that everyone seemed to be ignoring.”

      “At three in the morning?”

      Richard thought she sounded honestly curious, and so he ventured a bit more detail. “Well, mostly he was aiming at the hayloft, I gather. He - he was in pretty bad shape, poor man. He’d been walking for days, no money, sure he couldn’t trust his eyes, because sometimes he’d see a house, and sometimes he wouldn’t.” He had a lot of sympathy for the man, honestly, it must have been terrifying. He was glad there’d been a Guard in the village who could call in more help, so they could figure out how best to sort things out.

      Alysoun tilted her head, and nodded. “That must be terrifying. What did you do?”

      “I went and collected him, and he’s going to the chaps in London who can figure out what will work for him. At least there, he’ll get himself in less trouble. It sounded like they were going to see if they could help him find something stationary well away from our places. Make sure he’s connected to some of the housing and work options for veterans in need and all that. There’s a whole office in London that does that sort of thing.”

      “Huh.” She frowned, before asking directly, “What kind of services are there? I admit I’ve never thought much about the details.”

      “Well, there are chaps who can help with finding work. And our fellows will see that that’s somewhere away from the magical spaces, the best they can. Of course, people can and do travel, so they also circulate the particulars, in case he stumbles in somewhere again. There aren’t too many like that, though, it’s manageable.”

      She considered that, thinking through it. “Is that a lot of your work, then?”

      Richard shrugged. “Sometimes. It varies, depending on what’s needed.” It was part of why his mother disapproved of his going into the Guard. It would have been one thing if he were investigating matters of significance. Richard, though, felt strongly about doing his part, he always had.

      “A third are something like that, some puzzle or problem that needs a solution. Things where no one’s done anything criminal, just needs a hand. About a third of the work is actual crimes, sorting out evidence, figuring out who’s involved. The rest is a mix, helping out when there’s a flood or fire or some other danger. Boxton and his lot got called out for a possible wolf, the other day, or a dangerous dog.”

      She nodded, chewing on her lip, an unguarded moment. “And you have people who do all of that?” He realised he really hadn’t explained much about the structure of his work to her. Most people either knew it or made it clear they found it tremendously tedious.

      “I’m based in Trellech, like most of our specialists, but we go wherever we’re needed, whoever’s skills are the right thing. For something like this man, it would often just be the local Guard sorting it out, making sure someone gets the help they need, or a chance to make a new start somewhere the history doesn’t keep snarling them. This was different because the man isn’t magical. They thought I’d be young enough not to intimidate him too much, but enough authority he’d respond to it.”

      And Richard was quite good at the necessary memory cantrips, the ones that would discourage the poor man from saying things that would make matters more difficult all round. He didn’t spell that part out.

      Alysoun smiled at that. “Kinder than a lot of people would be.” She paused, looking at him, then added, “Thank you for telling me about it. Your work.” She seemed to be about to say something more, then she grimaced. “Sorry, my dear. I should go rest again. And not keep you.”

      He stood, and when her maid stepped forward from the back corner of the room, he immediately said, “Let me walk you upstairs, and then I’ll go off.”

      The walk upstairs was slow. She was clearly in more pain again, unwilling to take large steps and leaning on his arm more heavily than she had a day or two ago. By the time they got to her rooms, she was breathing more shallowly. He kissed her forehead. “Tomorrow, my dear.”

      Then he backed carefully out of the room and left her to the ministrations of her maid. He was sure she wouldn’t want him seeing her at her worst, or interfering in the care she needed. His mother had made it quite clear men weren’t good for that.
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      By the time Richard got home, he was about done in. There had been an earthquake that morning. It had rattled buildings well past Trellech, and all the Guard had been called in to check on the various magical holdings throughout southern Wales. He’d drawn a particularly hilly bit of land, which had meant hard riding.

      He’d also had two of the more impatient Guard apprentices with him, who were inclined to assume things were all right if they looked all right. That was not the kind of diligence he wanted or expected. They weren’t hot-headed, that sort never lasted far past taking their early oaths as apprentices, but they were too hasty in a way he didn’t care for.

      Worst of all, he’d been riding one of the horses borrowed from the nearest Guard. His mount had been a rather stocky Welsh cob with a hard mouth and a jarring trot, not at all comfortable to ride at length over less than familiar countryside. But he wouldn’t say a word about it. He knew there were half a dozen senior officers looking for an excuse to relegate him to purely ceremonial duties. They’d be glad to use the slightest complaint as proof that he had earned his rank so far through his title, not through his skills.

      So he had taken a breath and done his best to ride with the jostling, not against it. And he’d kept the two apprentices close by until he could turn them back over to their apprentice master at the end of the day. They, at least, would have an uncomfortable wait for the baths in the apprentice barracks, and he could retreat to a proper bathing room.

      Once he was through the portal, he headed straight for the front door, nodding at the butler with an “I’ll be bathing.” There was a noise behind him, and he ignored it, going straight up to his rooms to peel out of his clothing. He’d beaten his valet up there, and so instead he left his clothing over the clothing rack. The boots were a state, but there was no helping that, they’d had to go through mud as well as over rock.

      Pulling a robe around him, feet in slippers, he made his way down the back staircase to the bathing room. As far as he knew, it had been there for two millennia, in the midst of the oldest part of the house. He didn’t see or hear anyone, but he could see the steam from the caldarium coming through the archway that led there. That was easy to do at least, the great furnace under the house ran on ancient but well-behaved magics, with the heat radiating out from beneath this room.

      Richard took a few moments to rinse himself clean, in water more tepid than he liked. Perhaps someone had been through recently - it took a bit for the sluicing barrel to warm up again. Shrugging, he turned to the caldarium. Then he took a deep breath of the warm air, the steam thick today, before making his way by long practised memory to ease himself into the tub.

      His feet were in the water when he heard the voice. “In the corner, dear.”

      He managed not to lose his balance in making sure not to jostle her. And, he hoped, behaving with some last remnant of dignity. He ended up sliding onto the bench seat under the water with more of a thump than his spine or shoulders wanted. “Alysoun? How long have you been in here?”

      “Oh, an hour or so, rotating.” Her voice was relaxed, even, far less tense than he’d heard her for a while. “It feels good.”

      He nodded, then realised she could likely see him no better than he could see her, just a faint darker shape behind the steam. “Bad day, then?”

      “Not the best. Long day for you?” Her voice was cautious, like she wasn’t sure what he’d say. And granted, they’d not been naked together, since Charlotte was tiny. He’d not wanted to impose on her, especially after the Healers had made it clear they should not consider another child. He knew he’d hurt her when they had tried any particular intimacy and he had no desire to do that. He couldn’t heal her, but he could at least avoid doing her more harm.

      Granted, neither of them had turned out to be particularly body shy. He certainly wasn’t, he’d changed around other people since he’d gone to school. They’d certainly had plenty of dinners and outings clothed, talking at night once they were in their night things. But anything more physical had disappeared due to her unpredictable but persistent pain.

      “Oh, you’d not have felt it here. There was an earthquake in Wales this morning, they called us all out to help make sure everyone was all right. Long day on horseback, checking a dozen remote houses and two hamlets, tucked away.”

      “An earthquake? How queer.” She was thinking about something, but he couldn’t begin to tell what. “People must have been badly hurt.”

      “Oddly, no. Some chimneys came down, things fell off shelves and broke, but nothing worse, it looks like.”

      “A miracle, then.” Alysoun’s voice was thoughtful, behind the steam. There was a long pause, and when Richard was about to say something, he heard her again. “What’s the countryside like there?”

      “Oh, lots of sheep. We were a bit northwest of Cardiff, there are dense woods, quite rocky territory. The horse they lent me was - well. Not what I’m used to.”

      “Terribly jarred, were you? Pity you couldn’t have taken one of ours.” Alysoun’s mare, Silk, was a true lady’s palfrey, with some of the smoothest gaits Richard had come across. He’d brought her home after hunting for a good three months, through every horse fair he could get to with his stableman. The look on her face when she’d tried Silk out had been amazing and worth every minute and every coin.

      He’d loved the challenge of finding something that would give her back at least some of what she’d lost. A year later, he’d bought up Silk’s half-brother for himself. Damask was taller but just as nicely gaited, and responsive and flexible as the wind.

      “Terribly bounced around,” he agreed, and let himself sink into the hot water with a sigh. “How are the children?”

      “I told them you’d been called away. Charlotte picked some flowers for you.”

      “Not the front garden, I hope?” That had been last fortnight, and had had their head gardener nearly in tears. Poor man. And then he was caught by something, a vague memory. “What were those, do you remember?”

      There was a long pause from the other side of the bath. It gave him time to wonder what she was thinking of this conversation, but she seemed to be encouraging it. Him. “Nothing dangerous to her, of course, we don’t plant that where they can get to. One of the orchids.”

      “There was something today.” He was thinking out loud. He’d found that was helpful sometimes, though usually he ended up talking to Simons, his aide, who put up with it.

      Alysoun shifted in the water, moving a bit closer to him. “Something while you were out? Not about the earthquake?”

      “No. One of the outlying houses, near the edge of Afan Forest. There was something queer there, like the man was hiding something.”

      The water picked up small waves again, and after a moment, he could hear a voice from the entrance to the baths. “My lady?”

      “Later, Wallis, please. His lordship and I are talking. I’ll ring when I need you.” Alysoun’s voice was crystal clear, and while polite, the sort of command voice he wished he could provide as an example to his female Guards.

      “Of course, my lady.” The footsteps retreated.

      Alysoun sighed. “They’ll be talking about it in the servants’ hall, I’m sure.”

      “Us?” He blinked several times. “Why?”

      “We’re not often entirely private, dear.” She sounded decidedly amused now.

      Richard frowned, then said, more plaintively than he meant to. “They gossip about us?” He hadn’t, in all honesty, thought much about the servants at Veritas. They did things, generally very well, but often entirely invisible to him. It shouldn’t be a surprise that they talked about Alysoun, or Richard himself, but he hadn’t considered it at all, somehow. It made him wonder what else she took for granted that he was missing entirely.

      “We do live out in rural Kent, darling. There is not a great deal of notable gossip. And you are quite dashing in your Guard uniform, and heroic.” Her voice was a little fuzzy with amusement. Or at least he thought it was amusement.

      “Is that what they think? Not much heroism today.” Then he couldn’t help asking, “What do you think?”

      There was a long pause that grew increasingly uncomfortable. Finally, she said, “You are a good man, Richard. A diligent and attentive one. You have always been kind to me, and gentle. And thoughtful. My mare, the books you bring home. Not, not the traditional gifts, but ones that mean a great deal to me. They talk about that, too.” Then she stopped, a bit abruptly, as if there was more there she wasn’t willing to say.

      He didn’t let it linger, he had no desire to press if she were uncomfortable. Instead, he said, “You’d asked about today.”

      “Yes.” She sounded relieved. “An outlying farm. What is the land like around there? No, wait. How did you get called out, first, how does that work? Who did you go with? Tell me all the details.” There was a sudden eagerness in her voice, something he’d not heard from her for a long time.

      It made him blink at her, not that she could see it, but he wanted to respond to it, to feed it, as best he could. “The earthquake happened, and they sent someone through the portal, to bring us word. They didn’t know much, the point was to get us out so we could find out what the
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