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      Collaboration and curiosity can get through the thickest thorns.

      

      Giles Lefton has an excellent life. He enjoys his mathematics, his teaching at the University, and his cryptography assignments. When a manor missing for centuries suddenly reappears in the middle of Oxfordshire, Giles is glad to take on the project. Figuring out magical puzzles and patterns is one of his specialities, after all. Blinded during the Great War, he knows he needs an assistant to help. One who meets his standards.

      Kate Davies can be relied on to do her duty without complaint. A full member of Albion’s Guard, she is glad to serve where she is assigned. While she is glad the Great War is over, she quietly misses the greater range of duties she had while so many men were overseas. Now limited to portal duty and seeing to minor scuffles about the local river traffic, she isn’t sure what to make of her new assignment. Or the fact she keeps failing at what Major Lefton expects of her.

      Together, Kate and Giles tumble into a maze of historical investigation, obscure folklore, and more than a touch of magics neither of them understand.
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        * * *

      

      Face the roses with Kate and Giles in 1920 Oxfordshire, and discover the mysteries of the manor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Notes

      

      
        Excerpt from In The Cards

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

          JULY 1920 IN TRELLECH (IN WALES)

        

      

    

    
      “Davies.” Edgarton’s aide appeared in the doorway to his office, moving almost silently.

      Kate had been sitting at attention on the bench just opposite. She stood promptly, walking into the office. She stopped the prescribed three feet from the desk and saluted. “Sir, Guard Davies reporting.”

      She could feel the way her hair had come loose during the day, untidily, and how the sweat pooled in the small of her back, under the uniform. Kate did her best to stay calm, wondering why he’d called her in, taking comfort in the formalities.

      “At ease, Davies.” Edgarton gave her an easy wave. “What’s your current duty?”

      Kate was certain he knew, but when the officer asked, the officer got a reply. “As assigned, sir. Last week it was that barge problem on the Severn.” This week, it had been routine coordination of traffic around the portals and several rounds of uneventful patrols.

      He nodded. “Would you have any difficulty taking an extended assignment outside of Trellech?”

      She blinked. That was not what she’d expected. It didn’t take her long to answer, “No, sir. I live in Guard housing. I’d just need to pack.”

      “No pets or small children, then.”

      His casual tone didn’t fool her. Kate was certain he had the life stories of every Guard in his service memorised, indexed, and colour coded.

      “You went to Schola, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, sir.” Why they were going through things he must know, she had no idea, but if that was the dance he needed, she would oblige.

      “House?” Which he also must know.

      “Bear, sir.” And then, venturing a little more than he had asked directly. “Martial specialist, sir. House bohort team four years, and school team my last two.” She’d begun playing as soon as she had been allowed to.

      That earned her an amused cough. “Those were my next questions, yes. Your team won the apprentice league, your last year, didn’t you?”

      She nodded. “I was in that match, yes, sir.” She could still remember the exhilaration of keeping her team safe through it all. They had been buffeted by all kinds of magical traps and devices, including a splash of glue that would have ruined their best delicate charmworker’s dexterity. She had been the one to figure out the puzzle of the last chest, the one that won them the game. She’d only managed in the last moments before it went off in an explosion of coloured powder.

      “You’ve been bored here, since the men came back.”

      Yes, she had been, but it wouldn’t do to be rude. “It’s grand to have them back home, sir, but I enjoyed the greater range of duties when we were short handed.” Women hadn’t been able to serve openly in the Great War, and she had wanted to be neither Healer nor driver.

      She’d been fortunate that she’d finished her apprenticeship before the War. By the time the men went to fight, she’d begun to be assigned a wider range of tasks. Of course, there wasn’t much choice, at times. But then the living had come back, and they had shunted her to necessary but boring tasks, none of which involved the remotest chance of exploding chests. Or even interesting puzzles that didn’t explode.

      Edgarton nodded. “I believe I have a task that will suit your skills.”

      “Sir?” The proper mode was polite curiosity, so she gave it her best.

      “There is a small manor house, in Oxfordshire. It has been missing since around the time of the Pact and has recently reappeared.”

      That was not the type of problem she expected. “Sir?” When in doubt, politely ask for more information. It was all in the tone, as her uncles had taught her.

      “We need someone able to collaborate. Someone competent at solving puzzles. Creative thinking.” Edgarton was circling around something, she could tell. He was a subtle man most of the time, but he wasn’t bothering to hide his discomfort with something here. She couldn’t tell if it was due to the possible influence of the Fatae, or something else. If the Pact had anything to do with the house in the first place.

      “The house, sir?” At least she could prompt him.

      “Why the house was hidden, why it reappeared now, and, ahem,” he paused, flicking his fingers. “And how to get inside.”

      “It’s locked, sir?”

      “Thoroughly warded. Likely also locked, but we haven‘t been able to get close enough to find out.”

      Kate considered. “I’m no lock specialist, sir. I only know the common Guard techniques for that.” Opening doors that were locked was sometimes necessary, of course, to save someone in an emergency or to stop a crime.

      Edgarton waved a hand. “We suspect some kind of puzzle. Mathematical. Cryptographical.”

      “Sir, I’m afraid that is even less within my skills.” Kate was truly confused now.

      “Can you collaborate with someone?” This time the question was clear and quick.

      “Sir, I am glad to give it my best.” Even if she hadn‘t been, the chance of getting out of portal duty was too much to resist.

      Edgarton nodded, then said. “Sit there.” He gestured at the table. “I have some charts.”

      Kate blinked, but obeyed at once, shifting the chair he’d indicated to sit at the worktable. Edgarton took the chair next to her, unrolling a large roll of paper and setting a paperweight on each end. There was a map, with a sketch of the house in a corner of the large page.

      “This is the house. Based on the architecture we believe it dates from the 1200s.”

      Kate frowned. “Henry II, or thereabouts?” She reached out a hand to touch it.

      “Good eye.” He saw her slight hesitation, and murmured, “Do speak freely, Davies, ask what you need to.”

      “Is that when it disappeared?”

      “We have a few records referring to it in the later 1400s, but it is difficult to identify precisely when something stopped being mentioned. It could be before the Pact, or after.”

      She grimaced. “Sir.” She considered, peering at the map, the layout. “What did you have in mind, sir?”

      As smooth as Edgarton was, he still could not hide his perplexing discomfort. She could see that in  how the tension in his jaw shifted, the way he kept pausing to choose his words carefully, that the next thing must be part of that discomfort.

      “There is a specialist, someone who may be able to solve the wards. But he will need assistance to do so.” Which made her certain his discomfort was not about the Fatae, or at least not them alone.

      “What kind of assistance, sir? Protection, a pair of hands? Something else.”

      Edgarton frowned. “He’s one of the war-blinded. Talented mathematician, before. Still.” It wasn’t a grudging response, but she could hear the glitch of hesitation.

      Kate paused, not sure what to make of that obvious discomfort. It was unlike Lord Edgarton. Then she figured out her way through, for the moment. “What kind of assistance does he need, sir? From the Guard?”

      “He has an aide, a distant cousin who sees to his personal needs and correspondence.” Edgarton said. “But the aide, Vale, has no background in either protective magics or puzzle solving. A literal thinker, is how Lefton put it.”

      Kate nodded. “So - it is thought that someone who did well in bohort might at least have an idea what to ask about, what to describe?” She would not venture to assume it was Edgarton who’d come up with this idea.

      “Precisely.” Edgarton looked pleased she’d come out with that herself. “And you have done well, in your apprenticeship and since, in a variety of tasks.” He paused. “They tasked me with finding three people. Lefton insists on interviewing a range to find someone he can best work with.”

      Kate couldn’t suppress her smile. “Man of strong opinions, sir?”

      “Rather, yes.” Edgarton clearly had done a round with him, given how that came out.

      “May I ask who else you are suggesting, sir?”

      That earned her a broad grin. “Byles and Peck.” He waited a moment, then added, “They didn’t ask.”

      Those two wouldn’t have, no. Anthony Byles was an arrogant bastard who thought every good thing was his by right. He was very skilled, there was no denying that, but the attitude made him difficult to deal with. Theodora Peck would be interested in the puzzle, Kate was sure, but she didn’t always do well working with people.

      Kate considered this, then risked a little more, “What else didn’t they ask, that I should know?” She was certain there were things no one would tell her, but surely people were interested in a house appearing out of nowhere? She couldn’t begin to think through what was going on by herself, she didn’t have nearly enough information or experience, but she could at least make the effort and ask.

      That earned her a broad grin, and a “That’s what I like about you, Davies. You think to ask.” He gestured at the map. “You will need to be close to the manor, to investigate it. There is an old manse, here,” He tapped the page. “It is large enough for you to have your own space. There will be a housekeeper, and a horse and carriage if you need it.”

      “Does...” She almost asked if Lefton rode, then realised. “Does Lefton - pardon, sir, I don’t know how to refer to him properly - have any specific requirements I should know about? To give proper assistance?”

      “He’ll explain that if you’re chosen,” Edgarton said. “He didn’t tell me, I presume so he could use it as part of the interview. And it’s Major Lefton, though I suspect he’ll ask you to use his surname.”

      Kate nodded. She suspected given his rank he’d been quite competent, since she didn’t recognise his last name as being from the sort of family who would get a sinecure. “May I ask...” And then she stopped, because her first question had been about the cause of his blindness, and that actually wasn’t relevant. “Is there a profile of him I might read, before speaking with him? Public background?”

      That earned her another approving nod, and Edgarton leaned down to the end of the table, handing her a folder. “Profile of Lefton, and what we know about the house. You have an appointment with him at five this evening, and you are off duty until then to prepare. Report back to me whether he accepts you or not. I will be in the office until at least nine.”

      She recognised the dismissal for what it was, and stood, claiming the folder, then saluting. “Sir, thank you, sir.”

      Kate made her way briskly back to her quarters, not stopping to speak to anyone on the way. Once inside, she shrugged off the uniform jacket, coiled her hair out of her way for the moment, and sat down to read.

      The brief on the project was only two pages, and labelled with the notation in the Guard’s Tongue that indicated it was to be kept confidential.

      There was little new information beyond what Lord Edgarton had told her. A manor had reappeared in Oxfordshire in mid June, there were roses and walls; early attempts to access the property had not succeeded. The brief made it clear that she could not discuss the specific location or the magical aspects of the reappearance with anyone not properly authorised. That left some room for general research, perhaps, since it looked like no one had done any general review of the territory involved.

      The combination of the paltry information provided and the secrecy baffled her. Surely a house reappearing would have spread through the surrounding villages like a flood. There must be some sort of local folklore and speculation, even if it wasn’t at all accurate.

      The profile on Lefton was thorough, until his discharge from the Army. His first name, apparently, was Aegidius, which told her everything she needed to know about his family. He was a younger son of one of the First Families who tended toward civil service and military roles. He’d grown up with money and plenty of opportunities for the taking, since the profile mentioned his family had multiple country homes and a townhouse here in Trellech.

      As she suspected from the name, Aegidius Lefton had been in Fox House at Schola. It must have polished those assumptions about how the world worked, all tidy and neat and under control. He was four years younger, so they’d overlapped, but she’d not paid much attention to first years. He’d played bohort, nearly to her standard, which was intriguing, and gone straight into an apprenticeship in mathematics and related magics once he got out of school. That last part was not at all what she expected. Nor, she thought, what his family would have preferred.

      His War record was exemplary, several minor medals for injuries or heroics in action. Then there was a brief and uninformative note that he and his battalion had been in the line of a magical gas attack in the trenches in Flanders, and he had been invalided out. A third of the men with him had died, but he’d got many of the others to safety.

      They had sent Lefton to somewhere called St Dunstan’s. From context, it had to do with the blindness, some sort of training in how to manage. From there, he’d worked with someone, retraining some magical skills, at something called The Refuge, then settled into a family-owned townhome in Trellech.

      It was not nearly as informative as it might be.
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      Just before five, Kate presented herself at the townhouse. It was in a well-to-do section of Trellech, near the row of clubs.

      The door opened, revealing a tall angular man in a tweed suit with his dark hair slicked back. He looked her up and down, the kind of look that made her certain that her uniform was muddy, her hair was escaping, and her boots were scuffed. None of these things were true. She’d even got Adria’s help to pin her hair up so it would stay in its tight bun at the nape of her neck come fog or fire. “Yes?”

      “Good afternoon, sir. Guard Katherine Davies, I have an appointment with Major Lefton.”

      The ‘sir’ earned her a small nod, not approving, but at least not quite as forbidding. It had something of a faded military manner about it, if one with all its crispness worn off at the corners, but of course a man his age would have been in the War. “This way. I’m Phillip Vale, his assistant. Did they warn you?”

      Kate blinked, unsure what to do with the phrasing. “That Major Lefton is blind, yes, sir.” She paused, then murmured, “Is there anything I should know, sir? For his comfort?”

      That earned her a snort and no answer, just a brisk walk to a room at the end of the hallway. At the door, he leaned into the room and announced, “Last of the Guards to see you, Giles,” in a manner that was very informal indeed, particularly by comparison. He waved a hand at her. “Go in.”

      There was no response from the room. Kate paused for a second on the threshold, just long enough to get a sense of the space. It was a generously-sized room, a trifle under-furnished. There were no rugs on the floor, just bare wooden boards, and a wide desk at a broad window that looked out into a walled garden.

      The desk had a pile of rather large books on it, and a device that looked like a typewriter at first glance, but with many fewer keys. It was a masculine space, all leather and dark wood, with deep green walls. Two chairs sat facing each other in front of an unlit fireplace. She could just see a man’s head over the top of one.

      “Sir, is this still a convenient time? I’m Guard Davies. Captain Edgarton suggested I might suit the project.”

      The man turned in his chair to better face her once she spoke. He was roughly her age, mid-thirties. He kept his dark hair noticeably longer than the Guard permitted, brushing his shoulders, but he was clean-shaven. His dark round glasses hid his eyes, but the frames picked up the burgundy of the silk smoking jacket he wore. Something about what she’d said appeared to amuse him.

      He gestured. “Sit.” His voice was brusque, but clear.

      Kate came over, paused for a moment in front of the indicated chair, then sat, with another “Sir.” It seemed sensible for her to say something, after all.

      He folded his hands in his lap, facing her precisely, and she realised he must know exactly where the chair was supposed to be. “Tell me about yourself. Name, house, family.” There was a tiny pause, then, “Appearance too, please.” The tone suggested it was a concession he disliked making.

      She nodded, then realised that was not much help, while she tried to figure out what might interest him. “I am Guardswoman Katherine Davies. I’m the youngest of five, and the second daughter. My parents run an inn near Cardiff, and my brothers are in various coastal professions. I’m aunt to several young nieces and nephews.”

      He nodded and inquired, “Your sister?”

      “Married, widowed in the War, working at the inn.” She wondered, briefly, what he made of her leaving that out the first time, then continued.

      “I was in Bear House, at Schola, and specialised in protective magics, under Master Trenton. He recommended me as an apprentice to the Guard when I left school. I finished my apprenticeship in 1912. I’ve had a range of duty assignments, but I’ve been in Trellech for most of the past decade.”

      “Your War?” The question was almost off-hand. She was having a hard time getting a good read on him, and she found it increasingly frustrating.

      “Women weren’t permitted to serve in combat, sir, as I’m sure you’re aware. I filled in here wherever they needed someone. Protection duties for officers and dignitaries, some anti-espionage work under close supervision, as well as the usual civil defence coordination. Reinforcing shelters, mostly, on the magical end.”

      That earned her another nod, one that had her leaning forward, trying to figure out what he meant by it. “And now?”

      “District assistance, sir.”

      “That seems a step down.” She couldn’t tell if he was baiting her or not.

      “I am glad to serve where I’m needed, sir. I do admit, though, I would enjoy more of a challenge than portal traffic duty.”

      He snorted. “Quite.” He paused, as if considering something. “Appearance?” He wanted her to move along, then, and answer his questions promptly.

      “I’m five foot six, sir. I have dark red hair with a curl. For duty, I wear it pinned back tightly in a bun. I’m wearing the usual guard uniform for city duty, the split skirt rather than trousers. Do you need a further description?” Deep blue wool, silver trim, pale cream tunic underneath, and black boots. What she’d worn nearly every day for the past decade and a half.

      He waved a hand. “I’m familiar with the uniform. What do you think about Wilfred Douglas’s approach to household warding?”

      “Wilfred, sir? Most people go to Ferdinand, his brother.”

      Lefton grinned suddenly, a quick flash of teeth, before his expression settled back into neutrality. “Wilfred,” he repeated.

      “Honestly, sir, I’ve always rather preferred Wilfred’s cantrip. There’s an elegance to the flow of the working, the twist of energies not present in Ferdinand’s. I’ve found it both degrades more slowly, and also more consistently. I wouldn’t use it for delicate items, of course, but I wouldn’t use Ferdinand’s, either.”

      “What would you use?”

      She frowned, flicking mentally through some of her recent reading. “It would depend on the material, sir. I read something last week that suggested a variant of Hoyle’s might be much better for books than has been thought. I haven’t had a chance to test it.”

      He said nothing else for nearly a minute, sitting there, tapping his fingers together. She waited. Finally, he asked, “Did you play bohort?”

      “I still do, sir. House team for four years, sir and school team my last two. And since for the Guard.” She’d almost expected the question, from Edgarton’s comments earlier. “I’m selected for league teams, but not often.”

      “What position? And why not, do you think?” His tone was almost casual, but she could feel how he was probing.

      “I don’t suit the current style of play. My reflexes are quick enough, and my speed over distance, but I prefer a thoughtful solution to one requiring strength. That’s not in fashion with our team captains at the moment.” There was a pause, “I’m usually chosen for Puzzle or Defender, sir.”

      He nodded sharply. “Indeed. Call me Lefton.” It was clearly a step in the right direction. He added after a moment, “My given name is Aegidius. You’ll hear a few people call me Giles.”

      Kate murmured, “Lefton, sir.” She was quite clear that she was not one of the favoured few.

      Something in that amused him again, but she wasn’t sure what. “What did they tell you about this problem I am supposed to solve?”

      She considered for just a moment, following the fleeting whisper in her head, of making the unexpected choice, seeing where it led. “Captain Edgarton told me it would require a collaborative effort.”

      That earned her a snort, and a “There is that. How do you see your role?”

      There were a dozen things she could say here, and most of them felt wrong. “I only had two hours to study the brief, sir.”

      “You were a late addition to the list, I believe. Tell me how you would begin.”

      She had a number of ideas, but she had no idea how he would take them, so she would begin with the obvious. “I would like to examine the house, as closely as possible. I understand it is surrounded by thick rose bushes, but that they cannot be trimmed, plucked, or removed.”

      “You are correct, so far as we can tell.”

      “The brief was...” She paused, looking for a word that would not be insulting to the unnamed person who prepared it. “Unspecific, sir, on a number of points. Many details of the house, but even more outside. The particular type of roses, whether they occur in specific patterns. The precise size and shape of the bushes. Whether there are other plants, mixed in.”

      That earned her a thoughtful grunt, but more silence.

      After a minute, she ventured, “Have you been there, sir?”

      “Not yet. Our lords and masters in their infinite wisdom felt it was better to find me a colleague, first.” His voice was a smooth drawl that affected not to care about anything.

      Kate was quick to respond. “I suspect they’ve told you more than they told me, Lefton.”

      He waved a hand. “They’ve not told me as much as I’d like.”

      “They can’t be expecting to keep the whole thing secret, surely? It will be one of the prime topics in every pub for a day’s walk. At least the magical ones.” She wasn’t sure what any of them were thinking, and the question she’d been thinking about burst out of her before she could quite stop it.

      “Can you work with the limitations? Are you the kind who goes where you’re told and does what you’re ordered?”

      The words sprung out of her before she could think better. “That’d make a poor Guard, wouldn’t it now, someone who couldn’t make choices on the fly? I’ll be having none of that.” She could hear the lilt of her childhood in there, the surge of something that wasn’t temper so much as passion. Then she took a breath. “I follow orders, sir, but I hope I’ll be permitted to offer my own ideas.”

      She wasn’t at all sure what he made of that, but if she’d spoiled her chance at this, better to do so this way. He leaned forward, curiously enough, then gestured, a hand indicating for her to settle. “I would rather not be dragged away from my work, you see.”

      She blinked and didn’t know what to do with that change of topic. “May I ask about your usual work, Lefton?” She tried to keep her voice polite and was glad he couldn’t see how her hand clenched and relaxed several times before she made herself still.

      Lefton nodded, then said, “I am a mathematician. I hold a research chair at Oxford in applied mathematics, to be specific. Magical and otherwise. I use a variety of tools, depending.”

      “To do what, please?” Kate was clear enough on maths for some things, but this seemed something else.

      “Puzzles, in part. Cryptography, codes. A number of them rely on the relationship of numbers.”

      That at least made sense. “Is there much of that now? The War’s over.”

      “Ah, but the spying never is. The Great Game, so on, so forth.” He flicked his fingers. “Mind, I am less busy than I was for a while. I suppose that’s why they feel they can send me off to work on this house and its roses.”
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      Giles tried not to let his rising irritation show. This woman, this Guard, wasn’t the one to blame. Logically, he knew that. Edgarton must consider her competent, or he wouldn’t have sent her along.

      He tried to work through the problem one more time, as if that would produce a different result. This mysterious house presented an intriguing challenge. Solving it might well lead to the powers that be admitting he was useful for more than rote code-breaking, and that was no small thing. Edgarton had suggested a mathematician’s logic, and his experience with puzzle-breaking might serve here. They had, mind, been firm that he needed a colleague to assist, and that his cousin was insufficient.

      Truthfully, by whatever measurement you used, Vale was not the most intelligent of his relations, nor did he have the specialised skills this matter clearly required. He’d not gone to Schola, nor shown much magical promise. Instead he’d done a clerking apprenticeship before the War gave him a chance to show some bravery and win enough honours to keep a girl hanging on his arm whenever he wanted to attend a party. Which was as often as his duties allowed.

      He was not at all certain about this woman, Davies. She must be three or four years older than he was. Near enough his age, for all the polite use of sir she made. He realised, with a start, the silence was stretching too long, and coughed, before he said, “You must have questions.” Now, he was baiting her, certainly.

      She moved, the leather of the chair creaking softly, then she said, her voice precise. “A number, yes.” There was a tiny hesitation, as if she was deciding to commit to a course of action, then she continued. “Pardon, sir, but it would be a help to know your - how things work for you. How you expect the collaboration to work.”

      It was awkwardly put, but it was not the nastiness he’d heard other places. A middling mark, but with the possibility of improvement if she wasn’t touchy about being corrected.

      He nodded, then answered the question she was clearly wanting to ask, doing his best to keep his voice light and even. “A gas attack, a trial of a new magical gas. Damage to both eyes. I can see rough shapes with my left, in good lighting, but not at all in dim or very bright light, and I can’t read any kind of print. The right eye is much worse. They trained me in how to manage my personal needs, and Vale sees to bills and routine correspondence and such.” He waited, to see what she made of that.

      There was rather a long silence, longer than most people would be comfortable with. Then she asked, “Are there other effects I should know when considering how to approach the task?”

      He liked her strategic thinking. He considered, then stood. “Would you care for tea?” He turned, moving precisely to the table along the wall that held the teapot and cups. Then he ran his fingers along the wood until he found the first cup, then the second, and set them up for pouring.

      He heard, “Thank you, sir. Cream, no sugar, if it’s available.”

      “Of course.” He then busied himself with the pouring, from the keep-warm pot, holding the charmed stirrer that pulsed in his fingers when the cup was almost full. Giles then added a splash of cream to each cup, and sugar to his own. All the little tricks, for keeping things oriented. It helped, mind, that he’d always thought about space as a series of mathematical relationships, curve to angle to curve.

      He paused, long enough for the tea to steep, and to see what she did with an extended period of quiet, working through mathematical counts in his head. He chose prime numbers today; counting up by primes to a thousand took him precisely two and a half minutes. When he reached nine hundred and ninety-seven, he picked up the saucers in each hand.

      Turning, he checked his angle, and walking back to his usual chair, setting his own cup down. There was the moment of hesitation as he made sure it was in the proper place on the table, then held the other to her. Standing, he could just see the fuzzy shape of her chair, silhouetted by the light from the window behind.

      “Thank you, Lefton.” There was another of those moments of hesitation, so fleeting, before she said, “And for making your point about your competence that way.”

      Oh, that made him laugh, his usual sharp bark. “Few take it so well,” he admitted.

      She was quiet, and he wondered if there was some movement he missed here, but then she said, “Are there things I might do that would…” She stopped. “I don’t mean to be clumsy, Lefton, but I’m not sure what you need help with.”

      He coughed, and then said, “If you’re selected, we can discuss that in more detail. Obviously, I need assistance with anything requiring eyesight. Measurements and such. But I am also looking for someone who could collaborate. The initial attempts to resolve the puzzle have not been successful, which suggests it is not a simple solution. Enough of the people they sent are competent, after all.”

      Giles couldn’t help feeling irritated. The question was not unreasonable, but he disliked being made responsible for the answer. He had not much more information than she had, and he had already protested about it to the powers above with absolutely no result.

      “Do you know about the other people who’ve tried?” She said it quickly, as if she weren’t sure what he’d think about her asking.

      “Only the summary, and a few names Edgarton mentioned.” He’d been kept from the full briefs and profiles - no one with sufficient authority could be spared to read them to him. From the names he’d heard so far, at least three had been given the chance due to patronage and nepotism. He was not at all sure he knew how to explain any of it to her, and decided not to try.

      Realising he had been silent too long, he said, “How did you prepare for this?”

      “As I said, Lefton, I only had about two hours, and I needed to change and come here. I read the brief, and a profile of you. I’d not come across your work before, not that I had reason to.” She paused and said, “Your list of publications is quite technical.”

      He couldn’t tell how she meant that and grunted. “Expand on that, would you?”

      Davies took a breath, and said “I’m - pardon, sir, but I’m usually more about the application than the theory. I’m afraid a lot of the theory would go right over my head, and I’m not sure I’d be able to assist as this project involves.”

      Giles nodded, falling quiet and thinking about it. He didn’t need to coddle someone who wasn’t confident; he didn’t have time for that.

      “Do you want this assignment?” he asked, finally.

      “Only if you think I will be helpful, sir. I mean, it seems like a fascinating problem. And much better than portal traffic duty. But it is ...” He could hear her stop, fiddle with her tea cup, then she murmured, “Pardon, Lefton, if I might gather my thoughts before continuing?”

      He nodded at her. “As you wish.”

      She took a good two minutes, maybe three. Despite himself, he found that intriguing. Most would rush to fill the silence. He could hear her lift her cup, tasting the tea, and he sipped at his own. When she finally spoke, she said, “I believe in doing things well. I know that the other people who you’ve interviewed are both well-respected by officers in the Guard, and will have been recommended to you for a particular reason.”

      Giles had no idea if that careful phrasing indicated her full awareness of the politics and familial choices that would recommend Byles, or what. “And where does that leave you?”

      “I have no patron, sir. Two uncles in the Guard, but they - they’ve had no desire beyond being one of the village Guard, seeing to keeping things running smoothly. I can do that, and when I do, I see it’s done well.”

      He leaned forward. “But?”

      There was a long pause, then he could hear the awkwardness. “I’d like the opportunity to try more. I had a little during the War, but -” Her voice trailed off. If she kept doing that, it would be exceedingly annoying.

      Then she cleared her throat. “Sir, this seems like a fascinating project, and I would like the chance to be part of it, and lend my skills, if you think I would be of use.” And then, as if she were straightening up. “Do you have other questions about my qualifications?”

      Giles shook his head. “I’ll need to think it over. You’ll hear from me or Edgarton one way or another in the next day or two.” He pauses for a moment, then added, “When could you be ready if you were selected, to stay in Oxfordshire?” He kept his voice even.

      “A few hours, sir. What would I need to pack?”

      “You need only one or two changes of uniform. Comfortable clothing for investigating and walking, and you’ll likely want a canvas smock and leather guards for your arms, for investigating the roses, that sort of thing. Bohort gear would be fine. Whatever clothes you prefer to wear when working on notes and research in the evenings.”

      She coughed, and said, “I - yes, sir,” with a tone that he couldn’t interpret. She then murmured “Should I see myself out?”

      “If you don’t mind.” He kept his voice pleasant.

      She nodded, and said, “Thank you, sir, for the time. And the tea.”

      He nodded back, then considered and held out his hand. A moment later, he heard the shift of her chair as she stood. Then he could feel her palm press against his, and the warmth of her hand. He often didn’t offer a handshake, it felt so vulnerable to have one’s hand out, not sure if someone would take it. And yet, he wanted more of a sense of her than he could get from her voice alone. It was not as helpful as he’d hoped, her handshake was brief, professional, and steady, but rather impersonal.

      “Someone will be in touch.”

      “Have a pleasant evening, Lefton, and I hope to hear from you.” That, at least, was back to being crisp and polite. He waited as he heard her footsteps go off into the hall, a murmur from Vale as she went past the front parlour, and the door opening. And then Vale’s shoes coming back toward him.

      “Not sure what I think of her, Giles. Not really our sort.” The decorous sneer had a bit more of an edge to it than usual. Perhaps a barmaid had turned him down recently.

      It was not Vale’s call to make. Giles waved a hand rather than point that out, he was not in the mood to deal with Vale’s sulking all evening. “Confirm the appointment with Edgarton, tomorrow at ten, would you? And then if you want to go out to supper, go ahead. I should do some writing.”

      “Sandwich? Should I bring something back?”

      Giles shook his head. “Sandwich later, maybe.” His appetite wasn’t what it used to be.
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      Giles sat, waiting for Edgarton with increasing impatience, in one of the private meeting rooms of the Den. It was convenient to his townhome.

      The day had been sunny enough he could walk along with Vale at his side, not needing to hold his arm for guidance. He could trust to knowing the walk well and the bit of uncertain sight from one eye to avoid running into people. It had given him five minutes of a glorious feeling almost like he had before, but once he got to the club, reality came crashing back.

      Once, he’d have spent the time waiting on catching up on a newspaper, or correspondence, or have brought a small pocket book along, and worked through mathematics. But now, all his reading, all his tools, were not at all portable. The books were cumbersome, the abacus even more so, and the typewriter and braillewriter were downright heavy.

      All in all, by the time Edgarton showed up, just past the quarter hour chime, Giles was quite grumpy again. Not that that was unusual, these days.

      “Sir, your guest.” That was one of the staff, followed promptly by another voice, this one Edgarton’s bright tenor. “Lefton. I do beg your pardon, two separate people stopped me on my way out the door, and I couldn’t put them off.”

      Giles snorted and said, “You never can. They outranked you?”

      Edgarton sounded apologetic at least. “Both of them. And I pick my battles.”

      “You always have.” The apology made him feel somewhat better, as he could hear Edgarton was sincere.

      There was a little rustle, Edgarton settling in, then murmuring an order to a staff member who must have been hovering. Giles ordered his usual morning tea and scone. Once that was dealt with, he settled back to wait.

      Edgarton let the silence draw on. That was a thing Giles liked most about him, that Edgarton never rushed. More to the point, he never rushed any of his experts. Didn’t jog their elbows, didn’t demand ridiculous reports just to show work was being done. He had absurdly high standards, but he understood that insight and inspiration did not appear on demand.

      Eventually, though, he murmured, “Your thoughts, Lefton?”

      Giles waved his hand. “Byles won’t do at all. I suppose you had to send him but he’s a dilettante. Fine enough for escort duty. Tell me, though, does he tend to his boots properly? I suspect one of his heels needs seeing to.”

      He heard Edgarton laugh, followed by, “I will see about an inspection, then. Which one?”

      Giles considered, thinking back. “Left, I believe. He’s right handed, isn’t he? Trailing foot. That might trip him up some day.”

      Edgarton chortled at that. “Goodness. Not much slips by you, does it? What else did you think?”

      “Arrogant puppy. Thinks he’s better than standard duties, wants something that’d let him take it easy, perhaps. Not lazy, precisely, but - not
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