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      Family brings out the best and worst in all of us.

      

      Having survived tuberculosis, a family scandal, and a dangerous magical drink, Laura is ready for a quiet visit to a beautiful home on a remote island off the coast of Cornwall. She finally has a chance to meet more people near enough her age, and begin to build her own connections in the world. It’s more than past time.

      Galen knows his mother wants him to marry, and soon. Laura seems more promising than the other young women who have been invited to stay. But there are things in his family and in the house he doesn’t understand. Even his best friend Martin’s investigative skills as a journalist haven’t helped. When one of the other house guests is murdered, Galen, Laura, and Martin have to work together to protect the innocent and make sure the murderer is caught. New alliances are forged, old bonds are renewed, and nothing is quite what it seems.
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      Uncover the murderer and explore the twists of romance in the Isles of Scilly in 1925.
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          NOVEMBER 1925 AT A LARGE PARTY IN WILTSHIRE

        

      

    

    
      Laura finally found a corner of the terrace. The party was large, with many more people than she had been expecting, and she could feel the flutters of anxiety again. Too many people pressed around her, wanting too many different things, and Laura wasn’t sure whether what they wanted was a good idea for anyone involved. She kept hearing snatches of conversation, people beguiling other people to drink, eat, be merry, and all of it made her more and more unsettled.

      Now that she had a chance to catch her breath in a more protected position, she could begin to pick out the little groupings. Seeing people move from place to place brought to mind her brother-in-law’s comments, as he was coaching Lizzie through some of the formal social events they had to attend.

      He had said people would make their own groupings. In a group of mixed age you could expect a group of older folks tutting over the foibles and miseries of youth. You could expect a cluster of bright young things, usually in the midst of the dancing floor, certain they were going on to rule the world. Or that they would at least comment cynically about it over their drinks.

      Somewhere around the edges, there would be the more interesting people, the ones with particular hobbies or passions or intrigues. That’s where he spent his time. Well, with Lizzie, now, who had taken to his hobbies of diplomatic conversations and occasional investigations like a fish to water.

      They had just left on a belated honeymoon, though, and were no help here. Laura had got the invite on the strength of Lizzie’s marriage. She was too old to be much threat to the daughters just coming out, and too young to cluck over things with the aunties and grandmothers. The War had taken many of the men who might have been her age. It left her with youngsters, or people long since married off, usually with two or three children walking and talking by now.

      Even with all of that, it was better to be at the party than home alone. Here, she might meet someone interesting. In fact, she’d already been asked to a house party in a fortnight out on an island off Cornwall.

      A smaller gathering, Madam Amberly had said; half a dozen people, with a larger party on the Saturday. She was pleasantly lost in thought about what that might be like, if it might lead to something more, to friendships at least, when she heard someone calling across the terrace.

      “Laura? Laura Penhallow?”

      It was a young woman she’d met at one of the many parties Lizzie and Lord Carillon had thrown, trying to rehabilitate the Penhallow name a bit. He had hoped that if people knew the two sisters, met them as people, the shadows of their father and uncle would fall on them a bit less heavily.  It was hardly their fault, after all, that that last doomed expedition had lost many people a lot of money.  It was hardly their fault that they had been orphaned by it, either, but Laura had no particular faith anyone would care about that part. They had not cared so far.

      It had mostly been a failure. Oh, people were pleasant enough to both of them, and they weren’t excluding Lizzie now.  It would be too awkward to be too cold to His Lordship’s wife, after all. But there was a difference between the big public invitations and the private ones, the ones where you actually made friends.

      She nodded and waved a little. “Psyche, over here.” Psyche Donovan was from one of the better-off families, but her family had mostly earned their money by being clever and good at magic, rather than the more distasteful approaches that Laura now wanted to give a wide berth. Psyche was very earnest, very fluttery, and prone to having her nose in a novel of some kind, but she also had a kind heart. Laura had found that more rare in these circles than she liked.

      “Did you know? There’s a fortune teller. Do come, I don’t want to go by myself. That’s a lovely dress, is it from Meaning, in town? The pale blue, it really brings out your eyes, and that edging, it looks so sharp. Quite the mode! But you still haven’t bobbed your hair. Though it is a lovely colour, that gold, nothing like mine.”

      Laura smiled. “My sister would have my head. And I’d miss it. I fought too hard to keep it long for years.” The nurses had kept wanting her to consider cutting it, to make it easier to manage. Now it was pinned up fashionably, though, with the help of one of the maids at Ytene. “I’m not sure what I think of fortune tellers, but I’ll come along, at least.”

      Psyche grinned, and reached for Laura’s hand, tugging her along like a rather speedy tugboat pulling a larger ship through a harbour’s traffic. They went off into one of the smaller drawing rooms along the right side of the first floor.

      Laura’s first impression was that someone had worked to set quite the spooky mood. There were dim charm lights glowing in the corners of the ceiling and throwing shadows everywhere. Streamers of fabric in deep reds and purples and blues draped at angles from the ceiling like a sketch of a tent, sparkling with other charms that made the colour ebb and flow.

      In the centre, at a round table, sat a woman, her hair tied back in a scarf, wearing a rather dated dress. It was nearly Victorian, though it was rather less modest around the decolletage than that usually implied.

      “Come in, come in. Which of you shall I read for first?”

      Psyche hung back, suddenly shy. Laura glanced at her and said, “My friend was curious. Can you tell me more about…” She paused, looking for the diplomatic phrase. “Your approach?”

      It earned her a chuckle. “An open mind but a cautious one, I like that. Did you by chance study divination in school?”

      Laura blinked. “No, ma’am.” She almost offered something more - that she’d left school before the years it was an option, that she wasn’t sure she’d have taken it anyway. “I’ve known a few people who read cards, though.”

      “Then you may know something of these. I use a French deck, an ancient deck, the Tarot de Marseilles. Not so old as the Sforza or some of the Italian, nor so drenched in Albion’s magic as the Howard, but it is a good friend, a helpful friend. Come, sit.” The woman had a slight accent, one Laura, with all her experiences in Europe, couldn’t quite place, with a faint hesitation between words. And the fact she was using the Marseilles deck, common in France, but less so in Albion or other parts of Europe, that was also curious. It made Laura worry that there was some trickery here.

      Laura paused for a moment before sitting. “Is there a fee?”

      “Most cautious and practical!” It seemed to delight the reader. “No, no, I read here by arrangement with our hostess, a little space away from the noise and the strutting of young men and the grumbling of old ones.”

      That made Laura smile, and Psyche bumped her with her hip. “Go on, you go first.”

      “Come, sit down here.” The reader gestured at the chair across from her. “Your friend may stay if you wish, or I will read for her next if you prefer a private reading.”

      Laura frowned, sitting down and letting her skirt settle. She didn’t really believe it would turn up anything she wanted hidden.

      “Psyche, do stay, it will be more fun that way.” Besides which, an overture towards friendship was a precious thing, and worth encouraging, even if Psyche was a bit silly sometimes.

      The reader beamed at them. “Now, then, you should take these cards, spread them before you, and then draw the cards and place them here, as I tell you.”

      Laura nodded, and begin to spread the cards in an arc, keeping them close enough to her side of the table to reach them easily.

      Psyche settled down in a chair beside her, peering at the backs. “They’re beautiful. Mistress. Um. What should we call you?”

      “I am Madam Bertilak.” It was like she was giving a gift. Laura frowned, considering the name, unable to pin down the half-remembered story it evoked. Then the woman gestured again. “Find your cards, dear one. Begin there, move right to left, as the sun passes over the earth. Face up.”

      Laura could just hear her sister’s likely lecture on how that wasn’t how it worked at all, but she did as instructed, placing five cards.

      “Your foundations, the distant past.” Madam Bertilak indicated the card on the right. “The recent past. The present. The near future. The more distant future, prone to change.” Her finger moved from card to card.

      Laura nodded. That seemed sensible enough, if one thought bits of card could tell you anything. She leaned to peer at the cards, brightly coloured.

      “The Magician. It can indicate a lingering illness, especially of the lungs. Something where there is a certain amount of - how does one say it?” Madam Bertilak paused, tapping the table with a fingernail. “Show. Smoke and mirrors. Performance. There may also be real skill, but it is hidden behind the show.”

      Laura frowned, and shook her head, the image of several of the doctors she had met at various sanitaria suddenly dominating her thoughts. They had smiled, shaken hands, and charmed her mother. None of them had much to offer except the usual; the endless fresh cold air, the surgeries to inflate or deflate the lung, the specific foods. Their insinuations that if something did not work, it was a flaw in her, not in their treatment. She shivered, suddenly cold, and the reader glanced at her.

      “An uncomfortable past, my dear? I am sorry, but you have had a bad time of it, haven’t you? This is the Eight of Cups, and I find it often in the readings for young women, betrayed by men. Betrayed in the heart, you say, not just in the body.”

      Laura frowned, and said, “Psyche, would you be a love and fetch me something to drink? Wine, or - if they have a mulled wine, or cider?” Ordinary wine would be safe enough to drink, and she might be able to recover by the time Psyche got back.

      Psyche bobbed up, apparently oblivious to Laura’s deeper agitation. “Oh, of course, and a shawl? You seem to be taking a bit of a chill.”

      “That is so kind, yes. My shawl’s in the cloakroom, here’s the token.”

      She waited until the younger woman had left, curling her arms around herself at her waist, willing the tension out of her shoulders without success.

      “They cut close, then?”

      Laura had been looking down the cards, but she looked up, to meet Madam Bertilak’s eyes, which were a curious blue-green. The expression was kind enough. A real kindness, not the false kindness Laura had long since learned to recognise. Like fake kind doctors.

      “Rather, yes, madam.” She paused. It would give too much away to explain, at least yet. “The next card, please?”

      “There is a gift here.” She tapped the second card again. “A sign - there are plenty of cups, to be filled. You may take things away from what you have learned in this betrayal. And I am sorry for it. You seem a kind woman.”

      Laura ducked her head, but said nothing.

      After a few moments, Madam Bertilak went on. “The next card, ah, that is - you have had many changes in your life, yes? This is the Wheel of Fortune, it explains itself, the way that life changes, swinging us up and down, up and down. You have been down, here, so perhaps now it is time for up.”

      Laura looked up and smiled, more hopeful now. At least this one had not cut so much like a knife. “That would be welcome, yes.” She peered at the card, which had a much starker image than the more expected Howard, with its red and white roses and the background of a great battlefield. This was a mechanical and tumbling creature, fate like clockwork, and it seemed a rather differently ordered world. She was not at all sure what to make of it.

      “This, oh, goodness.” The woman tutted over it. “This card, it scares many people. It is Death, you see, the reaper who comes for us all in our turn.” A skeletal figure, holding a scythe, grimacing, with parts of bodies and heads strewn on the field at his feet.

      Laura peered at it and then took a breath. “I’ve seen enough of death that - what I feel is more complicated than fear.”

      The woman raised an eyebrow and said, “A most unusual young woman even in these times. Mature for your years and wise. But you should not fear for yourself, for see, this last card?”

      She indicated the last card, on the left, “Les Amoreux. The lovers. In this deck, it is about choice. You see that it is a young man, with two women. One older and wealthy, but the look on her face, perhaps she is not so kind? And the younger, gentler, beautiful, but not near so well dressed. He must choose. But see, there is Cupid, with his arrow, a sign from the heavens about which way will bring blessings.”

      “And you think that is for me?”

      “Ah, but the other cards, in your past, those have been true enough, yes?”

      “You said…” Laura paused, trying to gather her thoughts. “You said this was only a possible future.”

      “Yes. You will have to live a little longer to find out. My advice to you, wise young woman, is to think carefully about what you choose, how it will last.”

      Laura was about to say something else, when Psyche came back with a mug of mulled wine, and a shawl. She was glad of the excuse to give her seat over, and fuss about warming herself up.

      Madam Bertilak took a shrewd look at her, and gathered up all but the last card, with a “Here, see, there is a fine card to end on.”

      Psyche’s eyes widened in delight, and she said “Is there someone you’re interested in, Laura? There are rather a lot of men tonight, for a change.” Laura smiled, and let the chatter wash over her, until Psyche settled down and shuffled and drew her much less distressing cards.
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          THURSDAY AFTERNOON, NOVEMBER 19TH, IN THE ISLES OF SCILLY

        

      

    

    
      A week and a half later, Laura found herself standing by the portal in a circular paved courtyard cut into the slope of an island. This was not the Cornwall she knew. The gate of the portal was made out of white stone, and at a few places she could see moss establishing itself. A broad path led up toward the house, but she could see no one at all.

      She and her uncle and father had sailed to a number of the other Isles of Scilly, but never this one. For years, the great house that went with this courtyard had been boarded up, or used for only a few weeks over the summer for select guests. Now, though, the Amberlys made their primary home here. One of so many changes since the War, so many places had been abandoned or turned over for War work, and now they were opened up again.

      Laura had asked about the family, but hadn’t been able to learn much. Cassian Amberly had inherited the family properties as a second son, very unexpectedly. His wife, Parnell, came from one of the Third Families, the ones who had come over to England with William the Conqueror. They had two sons, Julius and Galen. Julius had been a recluse since the War, not that anyone could blame a man for that, really.

      Gossip was, that was why the family was here. With the newly added portal, the rest of the family could visit elsewhere easily enough, and they could bring supplies in even if the seas were rough. They were rough right now, with the choppiness of the coming winter, grey and cold, and they would only get worse. Magic could make the house cosy and warm, if there was enough money for specialists. Judging by the look of the house, money was not in short supply.

      The place was gleaming in the autumn sunlight, all white stone and whitewash, and quite modern. Laura thought it was Romanesque revival, done in the 1860s or so. Why Romanesque, she wasn’t sure, except that perhaps it reflected the Norman roots somehow.

      It rose up, crowning the hill with a decided tower, and wings spreading out at right angles at the base. Quite large, one might say excessively so, for an island that had such a small area of land in the first place. There might be a decent kitchen garden and chickens, maybe even a few sheep or goats, but she didn’t think the grazing would run to cows. It made them awfully dependent on the portal, she realised, if the seas were too rough for boats.

      She turned, looking to see if anyone was coming to meet her. She had a trunk and was not terribly pleased about leaving it. The day was clear, and she could see across to Tresco, at the northeast, and the larger St Mary’s to the southwest, but there were clouds that suggested there might be mists or even storms coming.

      “Ahoy, the traveller!” She heard a voice calling down, someone coming down the path. Two someones. One was tow-headed, one of the shining blondes, sharply dressed in a jacket and slacks and a deep purple vest. The other was dark-haired, trailing behind, wearing rather scruffier clothing. It wasn’t the cut or the fit, precisely, but a sense of wear around the knees and elbows. Despite their differences, they came rushing down as if they were a pair of horses pulling as a team, wheeling and moving together.

      “Beg pardon, we didn’t realise the portal had started up. Galen Amberley, of course, in case you’ve forgotten. This is Martin Taylor. We’ve been friends since school. He’s here to fill out the numbers a bit.” He had the upper class drawl Laura had got used to from her brother-in-law. It was a voice that assumed the world lay before him, ready to be taken up, or at least provide him all the amusements he might want.

      “And because Galen gets tremendously bored at these things. Can’t do without supervision.” Martin’s voice was a bright tenor, somehow sharper. Well-educated, but like his clothes, not quite of the same cut. There was a twinkle in his eyes that Laura thought promised good humour, at least.

      “Is this your trunk? Do you mind a charm on it? Martin’s quite good with that one that makes the thing not so blasted heavy.”

      Laura nodded. To her surprise, Martin didn’t make a move to do the charm, but stuck his hands in his pockets, as if waiting for something.

      Galen glanced over, then laughed. “Martin insists I play fair, even if Mother won’t.” He didn’t continue, however.

      Laura let the silence draw out for a good fifteen seconds, then said, amused, “I presume there is more to it than that rather opaque sentence?”

      Martin grinned at her. “See, I said she’d prefer it.”

      Laura just raised her eyebrow. “I can stand here all day. Your mother might worry though.”

      “Oh, it’s Mother who’s the complication. And Father. They’re looking to marry me off, and Martin insists you be warned before you’re thrown into the fray. Have the walk up to collect yourself for the challenge ahead.”

      Laura blinked. “That’s rather bold.”

      “He’s the bold one.” Galen gestured at Martin. “He was a Boar, at school. He is supposed to charge boldly.”

      Laura snorted. “I’ve never thought the house selections were all that.” She eyed him up and down. “I suppose you’re Fox?”

      “A hit, a very palpable hit!” Martin crowed.

      Galen looked amused. “Well, I make it easy.” He had a deep amethyst ring, matching his vest. “At your service for charismatic plotting, yes.”

      “So long as it’s charismatic.” Laura felt a bit off balance, and she was retreating to the silly pleasantries that had kept her safe for long enough. She did not like the undertow here, being thrown into the water with no idea what Galen or his parents were plotting. But there was nothing for it now but seeing if they’d tell her, unless she wanted to storm off in a snit to an empty house.

      “And you?”

      She shrugged. “I was in Seal House, but I left school after the third year. Health reasons, now sorted out.” Her tone was brisk, the no-nonsense explanation they’d settled on, she and Lizzie together. She didn’t wear the aquamarine her mother had given her, but she kept it safe in her jewellery box.

      “Pity. I’d love to find out a few of their mysteries.” Martin was not moving, still.

      Laura frowned, not sure how to take that. She knew few enough of the house’s magics, and even if she did know, she did not like the idea other people could demand them. There was no way to answer that that wasn’t prickly, so she didn’t.

      Fortunately, Galen moved things right along. “Anyway, Mother is hoping dreadfully that you’ll find me of interest. I want to say that of course I won’t press, but we do want to show you a pleasant time. And you have to admit, there’s not a better view in all Albion, now, is there?” There was quite a bit of pride in his tone, as if he’d laid the whole thing out himself.

      Laura had to smile. “Nor a number of other places. I did a bit of travelling.”

      “Oh, did you? Where? Come on, Martin, we’ve done the fair thing.”

      She did not want to rush into answering personal questions. “Is your mother going to be awful?”

      “Oh, no. She’s subtle about that kind of thing. Just, she won’t make a fuss if we wander off together. Which is good for you, because the other people she’s invited are a bit dull or total unknowns, but American, so probably a bit brash.”

      Martin chimed in, “And at least one is probably both.”

      “You do not make this sound appealing, you realise.”

      Galen shrugged. “Gorgeous views, balmy temperatures, and we are delightful company, if we do say so ourselves.” He seemed entirely comfortable speaking for the both of them. “And the party tomorrow should be grand. Mother always arranges a fantastic spread, and there’ll be more people.”

      “You always think with your stomach.” That was Martin again.

      “You’re the one lurking by the buffet table; don’t come over all innocent. When people aren’t making you dance. He doesn’t care for it,” Galen added to Laura.

      “Is there a reason? You seem deft enough?”

      “Oh, never felt entirely at ease with it. I don’t come from Galen’s sort of family. I’m more likely to have a pen in hand than, well, a lady’s hand.” His voice sounded breezy but with an edge to it, as if he’d practised how to make it sound good.

      Laura looked him up and down. “Not a scholar, you don’t have the right hunch to your shoulders. And I somehow don’t see you as the impoverished novelist, in a garret. You’re far too sociable for that.” He definitely was better built than the average impoverished writer.

      Galen laughed, and clapped his hands, the sound echoing against the rock of the courtyard. “She’s got you there.” It made him seem younger, buoyant.

      “Journalist. All staff pieces so far, nothing with my name on it, but I aspire to people running away from my questions in time.”

      Laura snorted. “What kind of journalism, then? I hope nothing of that...” She paused, not sure how to finish the sentence.

      “Oh, I know you had a horrible time with the gossip rags. Nothing like that. I want to do proper investigations. Figure out things that are going wrong and improve them. Shine a light on them, if that’s not too utterly aspirational of me.”

      Laura considered. “That has a certain potential nobility to it.” It made her think a bit better of him. If he asked questions because he wanted to improve matters, that was better than prying for no good reason.

      Martin bowed and then said, “We should take your trunk along. Sorry we don’t have a footman handy, Galen’s mother has them working on something for the party. And Jacobs, the butler, overseeing.”

      Galen added, “And as I said, she thinks the more time we have alone, the better. Quite scandalous, really. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Laura shook her head. “Not if this is how you intend to go on. Amusing, not tedious.”

      “Oh, you seem like a nice sort, and not dull.”

      She contemplated for a moment, then said, “I must be a fair bit older, though? I don’t remember either of you from school.”

      “You might not, even if we’d been there at the same time. We were rather wrapped up in our own things. I’m twenty-four and a half. Martin’s three months my junior. You?”

      Martin cuffed him on the arm. “Idiot. Don’t ask a lady her age.”

      “It’s been in the papers, so I can’t imagine why it should be secret. Thirty-one.” She paused, then added, smiling. “And going on three-quarters of a year. If we’re being precise.”

      “In the papers?” Martin waved his hands over the trunk, then nudged Galen, picking up one of the handles. They lifted it easily now and turned to lead the way up the broad path to the house.

      “My sister married Lord Carillon this fall. You can’t imagine how many of the pieces about her included the line ‘Among her attendants was her younger sister, Lorelai Penhallow, a spinster of thirty-one years’.”

      “It seems rather dull. To be defined by that.”

      “It is, rather. But there are - well. The War. As everyone says.”

      Martin glanced at Galen, and said, “Galen’s brother had a bad War. They don’t talk about it. So you don’t put your foot in it, asking. ‘I hope the family is well’ is fine, that sort of thing, but asking after Julius directly gets awkward.”

      Galen didn’t say anything for a moment, navigating a bit of a rise in the path. “He was injured. You - he keeps to himself. The back wing, the upper floor. No one goes there but the servants who tend to him, and sometimes Mother and Father. And Blythe.”

      Laura swallowed. “Not you?” She could come back to the other people, but that omission meant something, she was sure.

      “Not often, no. I don’t think he likes me to.” His voice got quieter, the way people did when they didn’t want to admit something they found difficult.

      “Siblings are hard.” It came out of her before she could stop herself. “My sister and I had a horrible way of rubbing each other wrong for a long time. We’re a good bit better now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

          THURSDAY AFTERNOON

        

      

    

    
      “I’m glad that worked for you.” Galen hoped his voice didn’t sound as false as it felt. He glanced at Martin, wanting some reassurance. He felt like things had got off to a wobbly start. Then, as a peace offering, he asked, “Would it help to know the plans?”

      “Please, yes.” If his mother were going to round up possible brides, at least Laura was not an awful prospect. Thus far, any rate. They’d only just met properly, but at least she wasn’t looking at him like she was making a lengthy list of all his flaws, or analysing the size of his bank accounts from his cufflinks. And she was neither making him do all the talking, nor chattering away and not letting him get a word in edgewise.

      “We’ll bring this up to the house, to your room, and there’s a maid who’ll be looking after you. I’m sure you want to unpack, or freshen up, or whatever you do, yes?”

      Laura smiled. “Journey by portal’s not nearly so messy as by train - the soot will go everywhere! But I do appreciate the chance. Especially if I’m meeting your parents, and I assume that happens sometime in here?”

      “Oh, yes. When you’re ready, the maid will show you how to get to the parlour, and we’ll introduce you round. Our other guests aren’t here yet, I think. They were coming through in an hour or so.”

      “Other guests?” Laura sounded curious, and he certainly agreed with Martin that it was awfully rude to drop her in the middle of it without proper warning.

      “Two are family. Silvia and Attis Tipson. Aunt Silvia is my father’s sister.”

      “That’s a usual sort of thing. What sort of people are they?”

      “Oh, Uncle Attis was a Healer. He’s retired now, though he sometimes consults. He can go on and on about old cases, but mostly he’s rather pleasant.”

      Martin snorted. “You like him because he gives you money every time he visits. Started with small coins, he’s up to larger sums, now.”

      “And he listens to me, and he treats me like I might have a brain in my head.” It was an old argument, and he didn’t mind Martin teasing. Even if he didn’t want to get into the muck about it with a near-stranger. Besides, if she took some sort of offense to it it would be better out soon before anyone got attached.

      “And Silvia - um. Is there a proper form of address for them?”

      “Oh, Healer Tipson and Madam Tipson, that’s what they prefer. Old-fashioned, you know. A lot of the family is. I think that’s actually why Mother is interested in you. She keeps complaining about the young women, and how terribly awfully modern they are, dancing and drinking and high hemlines, and bare shoulders, and all that.”  He paused, then said, “Oh, goodness, I suppose someone should have warned you. About what clothes to bring.”

      Laura shook her head. “I’ve a number of dresses with bare shoulders, but wraps or - you know, those long flowy translucent things to go over them. We were doing a lot with my brother-in-law’s extended family and larger social circles, and most of them are still quite traditional. Or paranoid. It’s sometimes hard to tell the difference.”

      Martin blinked. “Paranoid?”

      Galen and Laura started talking together, and he grinned, and waved a hand. “I’ll let the lady explain.” Besides, the trunk was getting a little harder to carry, and being out of breath wasn’t attractive.

      Laura smiled back, then said more seriously to Martin, “There’s a whole set of things you can put on someone’s skin, potions and alchemical things. Even poisons. Fussy to make, and expensive, but they exist. So among a certain circle, baring skin, especially shoulders and arms, is a sign of trust or, well, grand stupidity. Not a thing you do casually, either way.”

      “I’d not heard it put quite like that, but you’re right,” Galen said. He then added, “Aunt Silvia’s actually supposed to know quite a lot about that sort of thing. So if you do get curious and want three-quarters of an hour lecture on the topic…”

      Martin shook his head. “I do not understand your sort of people, Galen, and I’m fairly sure I never will.” He seemed about to make some other comment, but instead said, “Keep going about who will be here. You didn’t explain Blythe.”

      “Oh, I always do that.” Galen felt himself flushing, he kept feeling one step behind. “Laura, she is a companion to my mother, she’s in her late forties or so. Fetch and carry, overseeing things, whatever household direction mother doesn’t care for. She’s a distant cousin, no money, no family, nowhere to live. And she honestly seems to like Mother and Father.”

      Laura nodded. “That’s not so common, I gather. But you implied others?”

      “There are two I haven’t met yet. A brother and sister, born over here, but they have been in America for ages. About your age, maybe a bit older? Thirties, anyway. Senara and Basil Wilson. Father came across them in some business arrangement he hasn’t explained and invited them up for a visit.”

      Martin frowned. “Not very like him.”

      “No, and Mother was furious, but he just set his jaw and said he had his reasons, add two more to the count. It was just supposed to be people who would sit around the drawing room, not need entertaining, except for you, Laura.”

      Galen had given up fighting with his mother about it. He felt he could perfectly well find his own wife, if his parents didn’t keep insisting he be on the island most of the time. And yet his mother kept asserting most young modern girls wouldn’t do at all. It had left them in an uncomfortable detente punctuated by awkward visits. Laura, at least, didn’t seem in the mode of the ones his mother had tried so far. She had an unspoiled quality to her, which might have been what appealed to Mother. Besides her connections to a landed lord, which might also be a factor.

      Laura considered, then counted out on her fingers. “Your parents, me, you, Martin, Blythe, Healer and Madam Tipson, and the Wilsons. So ten all-told? And we’re the youngest?”

      “Exactly. They will encourage us to go wander off and ramble, or whatever it is young people do that is not noisy or annoying. The older folks will sit around and do whatever it is they do. Croquet or watercolours.” Galen grinned. “There’s not a lot to do here, but the views are great, and it’s a good-sized island to ramble around.”

      “Are there seals?” Laura sounded very earnest. “I’d not mind that, if you need an outing.”

      Galen laughed, broadly. “Oh, we have many seals. Seabirds, too, and some rather nice plants, besides the gardens. It’s not really the proper season for gardens, even though it’s warmer here than the mainland of Cornwall.”

      “That’s where I’m from. Lanyon, out on the northern coast, so rather more chilly, sometimes.”

      “So you have a sense of how this is different. This isn’t where I grew up, mind. When I was little, up to part way through school, we were living in Cumbria, there’s a big old family estate near Carlisle. We’re not lords of the land, that’s other bits of the family, but we have quite a nice estate.” He’d not been able to spend time there in far too long, and he missed the horses and long rides along the lanes and edges of the field, and something other than the sea, as beautiful as it could be.

      Laura paused, then said “And this?”

      He wondered for a moment if she’d spotted how unhappy he felt here at times, how penned in. “Better for my brother, the sea air. And I suppose if I marry, I could move back there.” He couldn’t keep the wistfulness out of his voice.

      “Maybe you can introduce me to the land up there, sometime?” Laura’s voice had turned shy.

      Galen smiled. “Do you ride? That’s one thing we can’t do here, and I miss it terribly. Not fox-hunting, I can take or leave that, but being out on a fine day, nothing between you and the world, and the horse having opinions.”

      “I didn’t for quite a while, but I’ve picked it up again. My brother-in-law’s got rather a lot of horses, he’s breeding them for pavo, and for use in the New Forest. So I’ve picked up more, just visiting there.”

      “That must be interesting, seeing how it’s done? I’ve done a bit of training, but it’s the kind of thing you have to stick to, and I’ve never been great at that.”  Martin raised an eyebrow at him, but Galen figured if Laura wanted a steady man who diligently made progress on things, she should find out now he wasn’t that.

      They had got up to the main house now, and Galen gestured. “This is the usual entrance, of course there’s a kitchen door and all that, and one off the library, but it’s usually locked. Father doesn’t like risking the damp getting into his books.”

      Laura paused and said, “Can I catch my breath? You both too, that was a fair hill! And - is that a conservatory on the side there?”

      Galen glanced at the house, where the glass walls took over from the stone, then nodded. “I think they built it as an orangery, but it’s got other things in it now. Very pleasant, even in bad weather, and Father had some really clever chap make sure the glass was all resistant to breakage. We do get bad storms through here and there, and we’re right on top of the hill, no buffer from things thrashing about. It’s charmed to keep a proper temperature, too.”

      He was watching Laura carefully now. He did like how she was taking a moment to take in the whole place, the tower, the wings, the conservatory.

      “How’s the house laid out?”

      Martin murmured, “No reason we couldn’t give her a tour, once she’s freshened up? We can go wait in the upstairs sitting room.”

      Galen snorted. “That’s true. How about this, we take you up to your room, let you settle, and then we’ll give you a tour before subjecting you to Mother and Father.”

      Laura nodded, opened her mouth as if to ask something, and then said, “Right. And do tell me if there’s somewhere I shouldn’t go, or whatever. I’m not so used to houses like this. Besides the obvious, like the family wing.”

      “Lord Carillon’s got a huge place, doesn’t he?”

      “Several.” Laura’s tone was dry. “Mostly he’s at Ytene, of course, he’s the landed lord there, the obligations. That’s why they didn’t go off on honeymoon until a few weeks ago, they had to do the harvest rituals with the village.”

      Martin rocked on his heels a little. “What sort of honeymoon, then?”

      “Oh, Italy, mostly. A bit of time in Greece. He has some connections there, from earlier travel. And Lizzie - that’s my sister - she’s been to northern Europe, but not so much there. They want to go out to Egypt sometime, and he did rather a lot of exploring in South America, but that’s sort of, sort of,” She broke off.

      Galen said, quietly, “That’s what happened to your father and uncle, yes?”

      Laura nodded. “They were exploring, trading, the goal was to bring back more plants, medicinal ones, that kind of thing? Only they disappeared, and no one knows what happened. A lot of people - they lost money, investing, and they’re very cross, but it’s difficult.” She stopped and swallowed hard. “Sorry. We’ve only just met. I shouldn’t go on.”

      Galen glanced at Martin, who was better with this sort of thing.

      Martin shrugged minutely before saying, “Well, I’m sure no one will fuss here. That’s the useful thing about Americans, they know a totally different set of gossip. And for all Galen’s mother’s other challenges, she’s quite insistent on making people feel comfortable. Even me, and I’m quite the young radical hothead by most reasonable standards.”

      Galen let it go. It wasn’t nearly that simple, but his mother had invited Martin, continued to invite Martin, and that was what mattered most. “Come on, let’s get your trunk upstairs.”
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      Getting the trunk up the central stairs took more effort than Martin wanted to admit. He needed a pause to catch his breath, and once he and Galen had set the trunk down to the right side, he said “To the left is the family side, and the right is for guests. The right side of the hall is for the ones they especially like, the best views.”

      Laura blinked. He rather liked how she didn’t say the first thing to come to mind. He couldn’t abide women who babbled. “Who else is on this end?”

      “I’m on the family side, upstairs, across from Galen. I’ve stayed an awful lot with them over the years, I think they decided it was better than us tromping through the hallways at all hours.” If sometimes grudgingly.

      In fact, he had the distinct impression that if he hadn’t been needed to make up the numbers they might have tried to keep him away this time. They did seem to labour under the illusion that their son would manage sufficient boldness to get himself married if Martin weren’t there. Martin was none too sure. Galen did well drawing people out socially, doing all the casual social things with people, but he trusted Martin’s ability to read their deeper intentions far more than his own.

      Galen grinned. “Something like that. Also, it’s easier to raid the kitchen stores from that side, there’s a back staircase that goes straight down, but we don’t let on to Mother about that.”

      Laura nodded. “And who else is along here?” She looked down the hallway.

      “The Wilsons, I expect. And I think the Tipsons this time, too?” Martin wasn’t sure about that. “You’re this room here, just down the hall.” He gestured at the door on the right, and then he and Galen hefted the trunk for the last stretch.

      “Aunt Silvia prefers the view off the family wing, she asked Father about it specially, I believe.” Galen said. “She made quite a fuss about it, actually. She insists the view of the sea is much better, something about the angles and the light.” He pushed open the door, revealing a room decorated in pale greens.

      “Here, quite modern, since we did the renovations recently. Your own en suite, through here, though the maids know how to make the hot water behave, and I haven’t the foggiest. Bed, closets, a little sitting area. If you want to be sociable, there’s a parlour along on the end here. Or any of the public rooms downstairs, of course.”

      Laura glanced around. “Could you fill me in a bit more up here? I mean, I feel nervous about being overheard, asking silly questions.”

      Martin waved a hand at Galen. “How about you go off and let your parents know we’ll be down in a couple and see about some tea?”

      Galen laughed. “That’s me sorted. You tell her all the things someone like me won’t think to. Good idea.” He swept a half-mocking bow, and went out, closing the door behind him.

      “Sit, please. The chairs are quite comfortable. Not like some older estates, with poking springs everywhere. How about we talk for a little, then I can take you down. Save the tour for later.”

      It made Laura laugh, and he liked how her eyes crinkled up. “You have a broader experience than the Amberlys, then?” There was no comment about the tour, which meant he’d guessed right that she’d rather have a breather.

      “Oh, quite. It’s handy to get on with people from school.”

      “You seem - closer than a lot of school friends?” She sounded a little uncertain, now.

      He’d heard that tone before, people who wondered if he and Galen shared a bed as well as everything else. Explaining how they really were, that was more complicated. They’d made agreements, he and Galen, about when they’d share certain things, and when they wouldn’t. “More shared interests than it looks like.”

      “But you’re not from one of the Great Families.”

      “Goodness, no. Fifth Families. You?”

      “My mother was First Families, my father was Fourth. Cornish, you know?”

      “So you’re familiar with working for a living.” He approved. It was good for people to know what that was like.

      “Actually, not so much.” He could see her begin to bunch up her skirt in her hand, folding and unfolding the cloth. “I was ill for quite a while. Nearly a decade. All better now, they promise. But I couldn’t work. And then I got a job, and it all went...”

      She paused, searching for the right word, like she wasn’t used to talking about it. “Sour. I guess that’s the right term. I’ve done a little secretarial work since, for women dealing with planning family weddings, or events, but nothing terribly steady.”

      Martin tilted his head. “But you’d like something steadier?” He wasn’t sure what to do with her visible discomfort, other than not press further.

      Laura paused, her hand stopping. “Well, I suppose that depends on how this visit goes. Some other things. Lizzie’s made it clear I don’t need to work, precisely. But I’m not sure I’m cut out for being a spinster aunt in the Women’s Auxiliary or arranging flower shows or whatever.”

      “There’s quite a lot of other possible good work out there, you know. Depending on your skills. You ever considered nursing?”

      He was startled to see her shiver, visibly and violently. “No thanks, ta. Spent enough time in hospital.” It came out before she could stop it, from the way she pinched her lips together immediately afterwards.

      Martin changed the topic, promptly. “So, what you can expect. Galen’s mother obviously wants you here. But you seem the sort of person who understands it’s seeing if you’re possibly presentable as a spouse to the man likely to inherit.”

      “His brother’s as badly off as that then?” The tone made him wonder if she’d heard some of the wilder rumours, that Julius needed to be confined for everyone’s safety.  There was no way to ask.

      “Rather. I’ve never met him. Galen and I didn’t get close until our second year, and Julius was already fighting by then. Then he was in hospital, and they were fixing this place up. Then they got him here, and he stays away from people.”

      Laura frowned. “That seems awful all round.” Then she bit her lip. “I won’t pry. Just. Seems awfully lonely for him.”

      “The Amberlys - his parents - go up there almost every day, one or both of them. And Blythe, too. I can’t tell if Galen hasn’t wanted to, or they’ve told him not to, but either way, he doesn’t. I think they worry a bit about if Julius is all right. In the head, I mean. Considering everything. This is the sort of upper class First Families place where no one says things outright.” Raising the possibility might draw her out about what she had heard.

      Instead, Laura went somewhere different.  She tilted her head, then said, “How on earth do you manage, then?”

      It wasn’t what he’d expected, that this turned personal so quickly, that she saw him that clearly. But at the same time, dissembling more felt wrong, like he was poisoning a well. Better, probably, to be honest. Within reason. “Galen’s not so much like that, and I sit on my hands or bite my tongue a lot. They’re not bad people, just tremendously insular and old-fashioned is the right word, really.”

      “Right.” She considered. “I wasn’t sure how to - what sort of place it was.”

      “The old-fashioned habit doesn’t extend to formal chaperones, as you might have noticed. I’m no threat, I guess. Or if I am, you’re not a suitable match for Galen, anyway. But cover your shoulders in your formal frocks, tone down the cosmetics, don’t expect anyone to break out the latest dances.”

      “Even these Americans?”

      “They are a mystery. I look forward to investigating it.” He leaned forward, and he was sure his eagerness was blatant. “I’m not at all sure how they got invited. A big party, like Saturday, that would be one thing, but usually they don’t ask a lot of people to stay. Galen says it was his father asked them, not his mother, and that’s queer.”

      Laura snorted. “Well. Let me dig out a dress for tea. Are you the sort of man where if I wave dresses at you for the evenings, you can tell me if they’re suitable? Or will you sit there and look baffled?”

      “I work for a newspaper advertising everything from soap to
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