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            Welcome to winter!

          

        

      

    

    
      This collection contains three novellas that take place during the winter holidays.

      

      All three can be enjoyed without having read any previous books in my world, but the second and third novellas do have some spoilers for the events of the books where the main characters met.

      

      Casting Nasturtiums takes place in 1919. When Seth returns from the War and finds his best friend, Golshan, wasting way in a care home. Together with Seth’s wife Dilly, they need to figure out what their lives should look like now.

      

      This polyamorous MMF romance was referred to briefly in Eclipse  (Seth is Thesan’s closest brother.)

      

      In Country Manners, Kate and Giles make the most of an obligatory holiday visit to his family after their engagement. Fortunately for their good humour, they stumble across a small mystery and a bit of unexpected magic.

      

      Kate and Giles met and fell in love in Wards of the Roses. That book mostly takes place in the summer of 1920. Country Manners takes place a year and a half later, in December 1921.

      

      Chasing Legends explores some of the many mysteries of Schola. A small group of staff and associates are gathered over the winter holidays in 1926 for a feast, when there is a loud knock on the door of the Great Hall. Thesan, Isembard, Pross, and Ibis must combine their skills and talents to confront their fears and solve a centuries-old problem.  

      

      Thesan and Isembard fell in love during Eclipse (during the 1924-1925 school year), while Pross and Ibis met in the spring of 1926 during Magician’s Hoard.
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Chapter 1


          

          JUNE 1919

        

      

    

    
      “Now, remember, don’t excite him. Rest is so very important, after all.” Golshan had heard it all before, the long list of disapproved behaviour.

      Golshan kept his eyes closed, tucking one hand under the blanket in his lap, so they wouldn’t see his finger twitching, tapping. He tuned the words out again, as he usually did. He wanted to move, and he couldn’t let it show. At least he was out on the terrace today, and the sun was shining. It was not a good day - he had not had a good day for a year - but it was not as awful a day as it might be.

      He wondered who it was who was visiting. Not his family, certainly. Someone would come in two months. He knew the pattern now, could trace it out through the infinity of his life. Not anyone from the Ministry. They’d clearly washed their hands of him since the visit from a Healer three months ago. Nothing they could do, so sorry. Here was his pension, here was a medal. Here were the broken shards of the blade of his life.

      It meant endless days looking out a window, or parked in a clunky Bath chair on a terrace. It would be one thing if they left him alone in his head. That was chaos, but it was a chaos he was used to. Far too often, there was someone reading aloud, or he was parked with others by a radio. None of that kept his mind occupied for more than a few seconds. It was always chasing off like a terrier after something in the garden.

      He could feel the magic swirling around in his head again, wanting to poke out and do something, anything. He didn’t have control of it, not properly. The nurses around him didn’t understand any of it, and it wasn’t as if he could explain the magic to them. The shreds and wisps that escaped were enough to make the ward gossip about ghosts, or about fairies, or any of the other things seen out of the corner of your eye, or ducking around a corner.

      Golshan didn’t want to scare anyone. Just like he’d never wanted to be difficult. That didn’t change the fact he apparently was. All he wanted was something to hold on to. Something that made a day different from every other day. Perhaps with the summer to sit on the terrace and stare at the grass beyond, he might lure a fox or a rabbit or a bird to come closer. That was what his life had come down to, a few flickers of amusement poking through the fog.

      If he didn’t do something, he’d go completely out of his mind. And whatever else happened, some small part of him remembered how bad an idea that would be. He’d heard the whispers, what happened to patients who made too much trouble. Or at least too much obvious trouble. If he were lucky, he’d be sedated and sent off somewhere even more boring, where the staff did the bare minimum.

      Whoever it was with the nurse just murmured. It was too soft for Golshan to make out who it was. A man, he thought. Something about it nagged at his mind.

      “Corporal Soltani? You have a visitor. You let us know just as soon as you get tired, or if you need any help at all. I’ll be over at the table by the door, keeping an eye out.” She gestured, and Golshan nodded, without bothering to open his eyes. A moment later, he heard her leather shoes clicking as she walked back across the stone. He tracked it automatically, as he always did, when he had any focus at all. They didn’t like it when he was surprised. He didn’t care for it either. It was the sort of trouble that would make things even worse.

      There was a cough, just to the right of his chair, the sound of someone sitting.

      “Golshan?”

      It was a voice he hadn’t expected to hear ever again, that clear baritone cracking in the middle. His eyes flew open, fixing on the man beside him. He looked remarkably good. Blond hair in an approved Army cut, far too short still. A suit that didn’t fit well, too loose across the shoulders. Certainly not the shirt-sleeves and braces that suited him best, when he was bent over a bit of carving or carpentry.

      Golshan blinked again, sure this must be some mirage or illusion or dream. Not a nightmare, never a nightmare. But this is what he’d seen in his dreams, every few nights, since he’d been shot. Or at least, since he’d come round in the field hospital, since he remembered.

      “Seth.” It came out in a rush, all hiss and breath. “You’re not real.”

      Seth looked absolutely resolute. “I’m here. I’m sorry.” He cut off at that.

      “What do you mean?” Golshan twisted, peering at Seth now. “What do you have to be sorry for?” He held out a hand, carefully, glad that Seth had settled on his right. It was a little easier to angle that way.

      Seth took hold of his hand. That was just the same. It wasn’t just the warmth of his touch that convinced him Seth was real and right here. It was the strength of Seth’s grip and the places the calluses had settled from the hours he spent with a whittling knife.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t here sooner.” Seth swallowed, watching him, searchingly. “I don’t even know what to say.” He stopped, then tried again. “What happened to you? After, I mean.”

      Golshan took a breath. Part of his mind was circling, like it would in a duel, going out to fight, knife ready and his magic called to his hands. It pleased him, darkly, that that part of his mind was still there. He had thought it had been sliced away, drowned in mud and blood and drained out of him.

      He kept tight control over his words, despite how they wanted to bubble out. “I was shot. I woke up in hospital. Non-magical. They sent me to another one, somewhere here in England. And now here.” He gestured with his left hand, since Seth was still holding his right. “I’ve been here six months or so.” They seemed endless, but he’d kept track, with the newspaper, once the days stopped dancing around in his head. “The day of Roosevelt’s funeral, the papers kept going on about it.”

      Seth frowned, and Golshan knew that frown so well, when Seth was thinking, all the quiet in his head. Golshan could tell what he was working around to, and he squeezed. He’d never said it straight out to anyone else. The nurses and orderlies and doctors already knew. The other patients didn’t care, except to complain about their own needs or, more likely, carry on with that so-British stiff upper lip. “I can’t walk. The bullet hit my spine. A bit of feeling in my legs, but no strength, I can’t move them.” He didn’t explain, didn’t want to explain, all the other indignities.

      It wasn’t just the daily care to keep from soiling himself. It was the pneumonia he’d had in March and the way coughing was different. The things he didn’t remember, when he was first in hospital. He’d been swimming up from unconsciousness to hear the tight, tense way people talked about him as if he were bound to die. And, of course, the fact he could do none of the things he’d been good at before. No climbing, no running, no tumbling. No duelling or fighting.

      That last might be a relief, honestly. No one was going to ask him to use his knife for all the wrong reasons. Not any more.

      When Seth spoke again, his voice was even softer. “You saved my life.”

      “Of course.” As if he could have done anything else. He hadn’t had to think about it, he’d just known, from the crack of the gun, what was about to happen. Golshan had always had a touch of premonition, and he remembered being grateful he’d been there, able to do something, anything. He didn’t remember all of it, but he remembered flinging himself against Seth, putting himself in the way. He remembered twisting, how the bullet had slammed into his back, the searing pain. Then there had been nothing but the mud, and the memory of Seth’s face, pale, wide-eyed, and terrified.

      Seth just sat, squeezing his hand. Golshan let the silence wash over him. Seth had always been the one thing that made the bees in his head settle down and stop buzzing around. He hadn’t thought he’d get that ever again. He hadn’t dared let himself hope. No one else had come to see him, after all. Seth had always been different, but Golshan hadn’t been sure, especially when the months had gone on and on, and he hadn’t had any word at all.

      As if Seth had read his mind, he spoke. “I wrote. I never heard back. Some of the letters came back from the censors. The others just disappeared.”

      “Mmm.” Golshan felt he should probably care more. He didn’t want to right now. Golshan wanted to sit in the sun, and let Seth hold his hand, and soak up this moment. He was sure it would be forever until it happened again.

      “I wrote to your family.” Seth spoke again. “Wait, let me back up.”

      Golshan opened one eye, peering at him, then shrugged. “G’on?”

      “I got demobbed last week. You know, not a priority by anyone’s standards. The miners went first, the ironworkers. And agricultural work.”

      “People forget the world runs on wood. Who else kept our trenches from collapsing? Or makes houses?”

      “Well, I admit. The sort of thing I make’s not essential. But I guess our Ministry finally pushed things through. I got sent back to England a month ago. And then at least I could write, so Dilly knew to expect me home. And Mum and Dad and everyone.”

      Golshan peered at him, suddenly worried. “Are they all right?” Please, let them be all right. He hadn’t dared to think about them.

      “Dad had a bit of a time, but he’s doing fine now. Mum’s grand, and as soon as I said I was looking for you, she started baking. Can I leave a tin with you?”

      The thought of someone baking for him - of Mistress Wain baking for him - almost made him cry. He screwed his eyes shut, nodding. “Does she know?”

      “I didn’t know. Dilly was sure you weren’t dead. She checked the lists, every day, for both of us, but they wouldn’t tell her anything when she wrote. I wasn’t sure until yesterday where you were. And then I had to wait for visiting hours today. Do they really only let visitors come once a week? For two hours?”

      Golshan shrugged. “Haven’t exactly had a lot wanting to see me. Any of us.”

      Seth frowned again. “Your family?” Of course, if anything had happened to Seth, his entire family - even Lia, who was difficult - would have been showing up. They’d arrive en masse, inarguably there to see their son and brother. He’d saved Seth’s life because he loved Seth. But Golshan knew, as he fell, that he’d also done it because he couldn’t bear to be the reason Seth’s mum was crying. She’d always been kind to him, far more than he’d ever deserved. He’d broken a lot of her things, over the summers, and more than just crockery.

      Golshan shook his head. “My sister, every three months.” She came dutifully and briefly, a public show of care that did neither of them any good. He’d wondered, more than once, if he’d been shunted here so everyone could ignore him, including his family.

      “Surely you could go somewhere else?”

      It was not, honestly, something Golshan had really considered, once it became clear his family had even less idea what to do with him than they had before. When he’d been a grown man, independent, a confirmed bachelor, they had managed. He appeared for the holiday meals and went away again. They didn’t ask what he was up to and he didn’t tell them about his lovers. “Who’d have me?”

      Seth raised an eyebrow. “You don’t object if I inquire?”

      “It won’t do any good.” Golshan shrugged. He knew better than to argue when Seth got that note in his voice. He had only occasionally tried, and never won.

      “We’ll see about that.” Seth shrugged, then returned to the question. “I got home a week ago. Dilly’s grand, it was...” His voice went quiet again, with that particular note of awe and love and delight he got when he talked about her.

      Golshan had known he could never come between them. Not once he’d seen how Dilly had shown up once she was done with school. He’d known he loved Seth since he was fifteen. He’d come back to school to start his third year.

      They’d had a week apart at the end of the summer, full of family birthdays Golshan was expected to be at. It had been a week of feeling he was doing everything wrong. He’d come back to school glad to be somewhere on his own, with fewer expectations. At least their teachers didn’t fuss about how he sat while he did his assignments, or that he needed breaks. So long as he got things done, and Seth helped make sure he did.

      Third year, they’d had their own rooms. They’d ended up in Seth’s, after he’d unpacked photographs and the little family shrine sculptures he’d carved so carefully out of wood. Eventually, they were sprawled on Seth’s bed, just talking through the past week. All the bees had flown out of his head, and he’d tried, once, to kiss Seth.

      It had been a mistake. Seth had looked startled, like the world had shifted, like the wood had twisted and gone to splinters in his hand. Golshan had pulled back, and stammered an apology and rammed any hint of that desire back down inside him. A moment later, Seth had taken his hand, squeezed it, and gone back to the easy talking that made everything good, without comment.

      Golshan had taken all that wanting and shoved it into other things. Into learning all the martial magics he could, and a fair few of the protective ones. Into Materia, picking up tidbits about what material worked best for which task. When he’d discovered sex, when he’d had time and relative freedom to indulge, it had got a lot easier. It meant he had treasured the times curled up and talking with Seth, without expecting anything else.

      Once Dilly showed up, Seth wanted Dilly. Dilly wanted Seth. They loved each other. Anyone who saw them knew that. And besides, theirs was an approved sort of relationship. Not like any of Golshan’s. “Good.” It was good. He was happy for them. “It’d been...”

      “My leave, in 1917. Two years, near enough.” He shrugged. “She didn’t use a charm this time. Who knows, maybe we can start a family.”

      That hurt some, the idea they’d be doing more without him. That he’d be here, and they’d be there. Maybe Seth would visit regularly, but that was all. And yet, Seth was alive, and that would never be wrong.

      There was a long silence, and when Golshan opened his eyes and peered at Seth, Seth was looking right back at him. “What?”

      Seth spoke carefully now. “You can’t stay here.”

      “Where else would have me? My family don’t want me, they made that very clear. Besides, they say...”

      “Do you want to be here?” Seth’s voice was fierce now. “If you do, I’ll stop.”

      “No.” Goodness, no. But the idea he could be anywhere else was baffling. “They’ll tell you, though, I need care, I need nurses, I had pneumonia in March.”

      “Has anyone from the Temple of Healing seen you?”

      Golshan shrugged, leaning his head against the headrest. “They said they couldn’t do anything.” He didn’t remember all of it, it had been a bad day to have a body. Too many people needed too many other things. The non-magical side was set up better for long-term care. Something like that. And there’d been no one to say otherwise, no one who cared about Golshan. He was a tick mark in a row of numbers, one more thing to be handled. Not a person.

      “They owe you.” Seth’s voice was as sharp now as Golshan had ever heard. About him. In a way no one else ever was about him. “They owe you for taking you and using you, and then not caring what happened to you. I owe you. For saving my life.”

      Golshan’s hand twisted. There was a split second where he might have stopped himself, but instead he caught Seth’s wrist, as he was gesturing. “Don’t say that. You don’t owe me anything.”

      There was complete silence and stillness from both of them. Golshan was barely breathing, he was sure Seth was the same. The two of them were caught in the moment of a dance when everything stopped but the beat of his heart and knowing where the knife edge was.

      Seth nodded, just once. “As you wish.” Then he went on, as if rearranging the entire bureaucracy of the Army was a simple problem. “Do you want to come live with us?”

      Golshan blinked. “You and Dilly?”

      “Mmhmm.” Seth was looking him up and down. “We’ve got a ground floor bedroom. My old one. There’s a bath across the hall. We’re not that far from the portal and the village.” He must have been sorting it out in his head, as they talked, what they could do, so sure Dilly would just go along with it.

      “You’re mad.” Golshan couldn’t even begin to get his head around it. He knew he wasn’t reacting right, but he couldn’t figure out how to tell Seth not to get his hopes up.

      “I’ll ask. See what’s possible.” Golshan knew that tone. It meant that anything up to the impossible was on the table. “For now, what would be helpful? Books? Newspapers? Jumper? Mum would knit you something.”

      “It’s June!” Golshan could at least argue against the jumper. For now. She’d probably start one tomorrow, so it would be done by autumn. “Tell me you’ll come back.”

      A year ago, he could never have said it. Now, it was the only thing he wanted.

      “Always. Every day they’ll let me. Until we figure out something better.” Golshan could almost believe it when Seth said it. He just nodded, wanting to trust it. At least he knew Seth would try. And he certainly couldn’t argue Seth out of it. Then Seth was speaking again. “Anyone else you want me to tell? Your little black book?”

      The list of Golshan’s lovers had been long as his arm. He was sure a fair few of them were dead now. Golshan knew about a couple for certain. He’d seen notices from his vast and wide-ranging social circles about others, though not all of them.

      He’d done a little of everything before the War. Before he signed up, he’d been running a vaudeville theatre for a year or so, quite successfully. He had no musical skill whatsoever, but he’d been good at managing the crises as they came up. And he’d always got on particularly well with the knife-throwers and mesmerists and contortionist acts. The touring companies had liked him because he didn’t try to get the girls in private. “I’ll think about it.”

      Seth nodded. “All right.” He glanced up. “That nurse is coming over again. I promise I’ll be back next week, or as soon as they let me. And I’ll write. Here’s the tin from Mum. There’s a letter or two in there.” All of a sudden, there was a biscuit tin, entirely out of season. It had a winter scene printed on it and it sat on his lap, taunting him.

      There was one more squeeze of his hand, then a sudden impulse, like Golshan’s all those years ago, where Seth half-stood, then bent to kiss his forehead. “I’ll be back.”

      Before Golshan could say anything, he heard Seth walking briskly, meeting the nurse maybe five feet away, enough behind Golshan he didn’t need to guard his expressions. Seth would know he could hear. His hearing had always been excellent.

      “What do I need to do to get him home?”

      The nurse sounded startled. “That won’t be possible.” Then she recovered a bit, and her voice was firm. “He needs skilled care around the clock. He’ll need it for the rest of his life. Poor dear.” It was the sort of tone you might use about a somewhat dim dog.

      “Still. What do I need to do to have him released to somewhere better suited?” Seth’s voice was pleasant, but clear.

      “We couldn’t possibly. Besides, it’s his family that could do that. And you’re certainly not....” Her voice trailed off. Seth was blond and pale skinned and looked so much like he had been born from English soil, he might have grown there. Golshan was Persian, and further, with the sort of dark skin that wanted mustard yellows and bright reds, umbers and oranges. All the shades that marked him as being foreign. The convalescent blues, the required uniform, did him no favours at all, and made him look even more faded than he felt.

      Seth’s voice got soft. It was the kind of softness that a sensible person would worry about. “Golshan is family. I’ll be having a chat with a few people. And be back next week. Take good care of him.” He hesitated, and now Golshan could hear the need in Seth’s voice. “Please. Take good care of him.”

      Something in the tone softened the nurse. “Let me walk you out, sir. Did you serve together, then? There are some pamphlets that explain things, so you understand his needs.”

      “In the trenches, in France. I was demobbed last week. But we’ve known each other since we were in school.” Golshan heard the steps fade away, and now he finally let himself sink back in the chair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

          THIRTEEN DAYS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Seth was lying on his back in the orchard, staring up into the trees. He could hear the bees buzzing back to the hives at the far corner, and the rustle of birds, an occasional chirp. He had the odd sense of wanting to take on both his role - being the steady, quiet one - and Golshan’s. This conversation would be much better if Golshan were hanging upside down from the tree branch above him. Or circling him, distracted every few moments by a flower, or a leaf, or a dog.

      They should get a dog of their own. Not yet. Not until they knew what was coming. He tucked the thought aside, as he’d done with so many others in the past month. Things to be done after they knew how to bring Golshan home. After they knew when they could. After they knew what he’d need. After Seth and Dilly made sure that happened.

      He had his eyes closed again when he felt the shadow fall over him. He opened one eye, then the other, then held up his hand. “Dilly.”

      Seth would never get tired of that. He’d dreamed of her almost every night in the War. The reality, of course, hadn’t quite matched up. Not now he was home. But in almost every way, it was so much better than his memory. She didn’t say a word about his twitches and starts, or the nightmares. She’d sleepily curl her hand over his hip, give him space, and nestle back against him when he’d settled.

      “Heya, love.” Dilly had been cooking. She had a smudge of flour on her nose, and one on her ear. He tugged her down, gently, by the hand, and she laughed, settling beside him as she spread her skirts out. “You’ve been out here a while. Supper in half an hour, the bread’s just cooling.”

      It wouldn’t be fancy, but that was the point. They were coming into harvest season now, where the gardens would start giving them plenty. Dilly and his mum had put up jar after jar last year, despite everything. And there were the chickens, and the sheep, and their share of the dairy from the family cows over at Lia and her husband’s cottage, a half-mile away. Tonight would be cheese and chutney sandwiches, a simple salad, some of the berries and cream. It tasted like heaven, so different from the tinned mud from the trenches, and the boiled swill from behind the lines.

      “Is everything sorted for tomorrow?” Dilly shifted, settling down to rest her head on his chest. He automatically stretched one arm along her side, the other stroking her hair where it was coming loose from the bun at the back of her neck. He remembered how this part went. He’d never forgotten it, even in the worst moments.

      “I hope so.” Seth let out a long breath. “I feel like I’m missing something. That it’s going to come and bite me.”

      She was quiet for a good minute. When he didn’t say anything, she made the slight clucking sound with her tongue, the one she only made when he was being a tad dense. “Love?”

      “Yes?” He swallowed. “Tell me, please.” It came out much more plaintive than he’d wanted or expected, but he felt overwhelmed.

      That made her laugh. “What you’re missing, love, is that if this were anyone else, you’d be talking it through with Golshan. Trusting he’d spot what you weren’t seeing. His eye for that.”

      Seth grimaced, but then smiled hopefully at her. “Can you pretend?”

      “Tell me then. One more time, all of it together.”

      Seth let his eyes close, his fingers still stroking along Dilly’s hair. “I found him.” That was what mattered most. “You’d told me he wasn’t on the lists, but.” He swallowed hard, tasting a bit of bile in his mouth. “The government didn’t care. His family didn’t care. They wouldn’t even answer me.”

      “But you found him.”

      “Meredith helped.” His cousin, the Healer. Senior enough now - and owed enough favours - she’d been able to cut through the red tape. She hadn’t been able to explain why Golshan was still in a non-magical convalescent home in London, but she’d introduced Seth to someone who knew who to ask.

      He’d spent three days sitting on a series of hard wooden benches in grand buildings, where it seemed the world wheeled on, untroubled by war. They were full of men in pressed suits that had never seen mud, who walked briskly, barely paying attention to their surroundings. Seth suspected he’d never get that peace of mind back. Finally, one of them had sent him to a particular window, in the depths of the War Office, with a note.

      The clerk had looked over his glasses, then taken the slip of paper Seth away, leaving him alone for nearly twenty minutes. He’d copied it, of course, into his notebook, like Thesan had told him. He felt like that piece of paper was his only hope of finding Golshan again.

      When the clerk came back, he was carrying a large bound portfolio, and he flipped through it, copying information out onto a pre-printed form. Some small part of him wondered how many people like him had stood here, hoping.

      “Meredith told me who to ask. He sent me to someone else, and then someone else. A dozen offices.” He swallowed. “The last clerk was kind, at least.”

      “Kind?”

      “When he’d filled out the form, he looked up. I don’t know what I looked like. Drawn. A bit wild. He asked how I knew Golshan.”

      “What did you say?”

      Seth shrugged. How did anyone explain a friendship like that, the person he’d carved his life around? Dilly had a sense of it, but she’d given them their space, while Seth was still at Schola. Seth’s whole world outside of classes had been Golshan. Shepherding him through doing his assignments, making sure his impulsive ideas didn’t get them into too much trouble but just enough trouble to be going on with.

      But also the parts no one else saw, the times curled up in one of their rooms, Golshan talking about anything and everything. Seth had come to rely on the shapes that made in his head. Carvings, certainly, the little figures of people and animals he made for love and memory.

      But also bigger things, how a box might slide best at the touch of fingers, what shape made a pleasing footboard for a bed, or the most comfortable chair. All the times they talked about materia, how this wood or that stone or this plant held magic and charms and enchantments, what that might do in the right hands.

      He had something dancing at the edges of his mind, what his hands might do with a wheeled chair, with Golshan’s ideas about which woods to use. Seth knew someone in the Trellech crafting guild who was a talented wheelwright, he’d been doing interesting things with bicycles.

      Seth couldn’t do anything with that yet. It was another thing for later. Along with repaving the paths out to the orchard, maybe some sort of platform that could be raised or lowered with ropes. Golshan loved being up in the trees, not just under them, he always had.

      Dilly nudged him, just shifting her elbow. “Keep talking, you.”

      “I said we’d been in the trenches together. That he’d saved my life.” He shrugged. It was a bare skeleton of an answer, but he had discovered it was the one no one ever questioned. “Then the hospital, the care home, wasn’t open for visitors until the next day.”

      “You were entirely beside yourself. I do remember that.”

      He settled his hand along the curve of her head. “And you gave me something to drink and didn’t fuss at me. Have I mentioned how glad I am to have you back?”

      “We missed each other. Out of our proper place. Orbits, as your sister would say. Oh, she said she’d come by next week for a good visit. After things are settled. She brought round some more of that beer you like while you were out.”

      “Ta.” He set that aside. It was one thing he did not have to worry about now. “And then I got to see him.”

      “For your very self.” Dilly hesitated. “How is he?” It was the first time she’d asked for any kind of detail.

      “Himself. Only.” Seth shook his head. “It’s wrong, seeing him that still. They had him in a Bath chair, not even something he could move on his own. You know what they’re like, big basketwork things. Someone else has to push you. And the nurse, she told me not to excite him. He must have been dying, day by day. All the way inside his head, like he was when he had to go back to his family. And wearing convalescent blues.”

      “What’s so wrong about them?” Trust her to find that one thing, the one that made him honestly furious about the indignity.

      “No pockets.” He’d been in them, briefly, after a ricochet injury to his arm that healed up fine in the end. All right, with a bit of help from a nurse with a touch of magic in her hands. He had her name and family address somewhere. He’d have to write and see if she’d made it through and offer to make something for her as a thank you. “Because a man in blues doesn’t need money, or to hold anything, or any independence. It’s awful.” Nowhere for his whittling knife or a bit of wood, either.

      Her mouth opened, making a small ‘O’ shape. “That’s not the Golshan I know. And his family wouldn’t talk to you?”

      “They’ve never much liked me. We’re below their station, a lot, by their standards. A cat might look at a king, but we’re no cats. And they’ve never...” He shrugged. “If he’d done what he was supposed to, marry and have children, a proper woman from their own people, they might not have minded. But he didn’t. Wouldn’t. They think that if he hadn’t spent so much time with me, he’d have made something of himself. Met the right people, got in with the Fox House families, the Gold Book clans.”

      Dilly snorted. “While you’re the reason he didn’t fail out of Schola his first year. When he turned up with no idea what to expect.” She shook her head. “And then he was juggling half a dozen things after you left school. More duelling training, Materia, and the music hall. And his family never knew the half of it.”

      “Never.” He smiled at the memory. “And you were setting your cap for me.”

      She turned her head to grin at him before settling back. “Any sensible woman would. Mmm. Kind and caring and good with your hands.” She shrugged. “I loved you for how you were with him, honestly.”

      Seth had not actually heard her put it this way before. “You - “ He stalled, then gathered up his courage. “You haven’t said.”

      Dilly took a long breath. “I suppose I haven’t put it in words. I knew. You knew. It was enough, before.”

      That did not answer his question. After a moment, she went on. “I kept watching you. My first year, I remember sitting there, in the House common room, or the library, seeing how you were with him. How you’d get him to do fifteen minutes of reading, and then something else, and then reading, and then something. How you’d let him tell you about things while you took notes, and then you’d hand the notes over, and he’d do better on the tests. And so would everyone who’d been listening. You were patient, but it wasn’t the coddling kind of patient. It was giving him space to grow into, but be himself. Young as you were. As we all were.”

      “And you liked that, then?”

      Dilly shrugged. “I thought, first, that you’d make a brilliant father. Not like my brother-in-law, who was a muchness at the time. You were kind. You saw things no one else noticed. You cared about them. And as I got a bit older, I got to thinking how that’d make a good lover. How could I not want a bit of that for me?”

      “You’ve not had near enough.” Seth’s voice caught, because it hit home for him, now, how much she’d lost. How much more he was blithely about to take away from her. “You could, you could say no.”

      “Say no to what, love?” He knew that note in her voice, the one that was setting her line in the dirt, to be crossed at his peril. He’d never heard it aimed at him before, just others.

      “To Golshan coming here. It’ll change everything.”

      She shrugged. “So I can’t wander downstairs half-naked in the morning. That’s not much to give up. Mind, I bet he’d not care one way or the other after he got over the first time. He’s lusty, Seth-my-love. Not lewd.”

      Seth was entirely sure this was not how this sort of conversation was supposed to go. “Still. I just barrelled ahead, assuming. You should have stopped me sooner.”

      Dilly shifted then, to peer at his face. “Do I look like an idiot? Good grief, Seth, did you forget that much? You have loved that man since you and he showed up at school, at thirteen. You’ve been his friend, you’ve had his back as much as he’s had yours. You finish each other’s sentences, you always know where he is. You always will. I married you knowing that and I’ll die knowing it, and be glad every time I think of it. Even before the part where he saved your life, I knew that.”

      It had the burr of her home in it, the broad vowels of Yorkshire, that she’d mostly muted since she came to school. And even now, she wasn’t scolding. She was just laying it out, in blunt true words.

      He couldn’t argue. He knew he wouldn’t win this if he tried, even if he did his very best. And he didn’t want to. She was right about that. He’d be telling lies if he tried, the kinds of lies that would shatter both his crafting and his life. He let out a long breath. “You’re sure.”

      “You bring him home. Here. We’ve space, thanks to your parents. I did my share volunteering in the hospitals during the War, I’m not afraid of that bit of work. And we’ve more hands to help, if we need it. Besides, you said that the place he’s going to has some ideas.”

      Seth nodded. “Meredith again. There’s a convalescent home for our people, with magic. Mostly for people whose magic got twisted in the War. They have some ideas for helping him, and honestly, I’m wondering if his magic’s not tangled up now too. They’re pretty sure they can get him more independent. Help him use magic to do things, maybe. They don’t know if any of it will work. But they’re willing to try, at least. And they’re on the books as a proper care home, with nursing staff, so the transfer went through.”

      “Why wasn’t he there already?” Dilly had an excellent point.

      “No one who cared to ask, near as I can tell. Just assumed they were full up, which they were at the time, not whether they’d have space in a few months. Someone from the Ministry just wanted to tick the box on the form, didn’t care what it meant to Golshan. For the rest of his life. He’d get adequate care. Stay alive. They didn’t bother about actually living.” Seth let out a shuddering breath. “That’s a … Meredith’s looking into it. Who else is stuck somewhere like that. It’ll take a while. The Ministry doesn’t like admitting that sort of thing. And the Temple of Healing’s still overwhelmed with people who’d die without their care.”

      “They should be ashamed.” Dilly shook her head. “And Golshan’s going where, then?” The change of subject was welcome, she must be able to feel the roiling anger Seth felt.

      “Bit north of Trellech. There’s a portal. I can visit three times a week. For hours, if he wants.”

      “I’d say we, but I’m still hopeful.”

      That made him lift his head. “Really, not just wanting?” She’d been at the right time of her cycle to catch, but it was still too soon to be sure.

      “A tad inconvenient, but we’ll manage. And I could take the train down, sometime.” She shrugged. “If not this month, maybe next. Now you’re home, and for longer than a fortnight’s leave.”

      He let out a long sigh. “Have I mentioned how much I love you?”

      “Not since this morning. Mind, you were out all day. After supper, you can take me up to bed and show me again.”

      He laughed. “I suppose that’s one way to distract my nerves.”

      Dilly paused for just an instant. “You still think something’s going to go wrong. Why?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t trust my instincts anymore. You’re right they’ve all got out of tune, not having him around. Rough, unsanded. Splinters catching on things.”

      “You never have approved of lazy workmanship.” Her voice was teasing, the muted alto he loved. “And you think another shoe’s going to drop. On your head.”

      “That place, it’s so rigid. What if we didn’t do a form right? Or his family stirs themselves to object.”

      “Then you will figure out what needs fixing, and do it again. I know you. If need be, you will figure out how to spirit him away in the middle of the night. You won’t leave him there. Remember, now he knows you’ve found him. That must mean a lot.”

      Seth swallowed. “We didn’t even get to talk long. A few minutes. The same this week. I don’t...” He gestured with his free hand. “I don’t know what we are now.”

      “Love, you barely know who you are anymore. You’ve been to hell and back the long way round. Remember? We talked about this during your leave. These past weeks.”

      “Now you’re being patient with me.” He didn’t mind. It was soothing to have someone who understood without making him explain. Two someones.

      “I am. I learned from the best, and don’t you forget it. Right. Go wash your hands, and I’ll make up our sandwiches. After, you should do some carving. And then we’ll go up to bed. That is the way sensible people have an evening like this. In the morning, you will put on a suit that makes you look like you know what you’re doing. And you’ll meet the nurse from the place Golshan’s going, and you’ll make sure he’s settled.”

      “And then I’ll come home.” He had to try that on, hear it as well as think it.

      “And then you’ll come home. And, eventually, so will he.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

          A WEEK LATER

        

      

    

    
      Golshan sat, staring at the knife on the table in front of him.

      It was his knife. It had not been his knife for over a year. He had not, honestly, thought he would ever see it again. And now, he could not bring himself to touch it.

      Frankly, he wasn’t sure what to do with himself at all. Friday, he had been swept away, and brought to this new place. It was certainly an improvement. There were fewer patients here, only about eighteen.

      Rather than a long ward, he had his own room at the end of one of the ground floor wings, and the silence was deafening. He’d been so long crammed in with other people, in the trenches and then in the wards. He’d forgotten what it was like to have space for his magic to move. Whatever magic he might still have.

      The place was not at all institutional. Everyone ate together, apparently, unless they preferred to be alone. Not just the patients, but the staff, with plenty of laughter and chatter about everything from a recent outing to the local wildlife to a book someone was reading. No one had pressed him to join in, or told him to buck up. They’d just smiled, included him when he showed an interest, and let him listen. No one censored the papers or the books.

      The first morning, after the orderly helped with all the necessary tasks, he’d been dressed in better clothes, more comfortable. They were even, to his surprise, a deep red. Not the brighter shades he might have chosen, but much more what he liked than anything he’d worn for years. Not a uniform, certainly. They’d brought him a different kind of wheelchair, one he could theoretically push himself. They hadn’t asked him to try, hadn’t told him to do anything, actually.

      He let his hand drift to the rim, rolling an inch back and forth, testing it out again while no one was focused on him. Otherwise, the first few days, he’d been offered a range of books and puzzles. They’d asked if he wanted to join in for any of the radio shows, or if he would prefer to sit on the terrace and be left alone.

      Apparently, their practice was to give people several days to settle in, because this morning, Tuesday, had been different. After breakfast, he’d been wheeled down into the other wing of the house, to a large room at the end. It turned out to be an office, not of some greying administrator, but of Nurse Gospatrick, who was briskly in control of the entire place. She was older than he was, but he thought not yet forty, and she had the glowing health of someone who flourished in the country.

      Nurse Gospatrick had been clear that she was not sure yet exactly what they would be able to do for him. But she had a plan to find that out. That it would involve physical exercises, magical ones, perhaps other forms. That they would sort out what he could do now, and what might be possible in a while. That perhaps he might spend a week at the Temple of Healing in Trellech, for further examination and time with the healing baths.

      She had been certain he could have much more independence than he currently had. Nurse Gospatrick seemed convinced he would be able to get himself in and out of the chair, manage without an orderly, with an outside chance of even standing briefly. The fact he could feel his legs was, apparently, extremely promising.

      He thought, frankly, that near all of that was fantasy, but he did not argue with her. She had a pragmatism to her, like Mistress Wain and her daughters, like Seth’s Dilly, that he’d never been able to cross. His mother’s sharp comments, he’d learned to ignore those, when he wasn’t doing what she wanted. But he’d had a much harder time shaking off the people who wanted good things for him and somehow believed he should have them.

      Besides, he didn’t have the strength to argue. He barely remembered how to have a conversation, after all those months of being a lump.

      Nurse Gospatrick had done something else, too. She had explained to him, to the best of her ability, bringing out illustrations and diagrams, what his injury actually meant. He had wondered, for a moment, if the delay before this meeting had been partly so she could study up. It had that hint of earnestness, especially after she admitted they’d never had a resident - she said resident, not patient - with quite his background.

      Knowing what had happened, that the swelling around the bullet’s path had done much of the damage, that that was the reason he could feel his legs, that helped, somehow. Much of the time in the previous places, they’d either been startled he had any feeling at all, or were stunned he’d lived past the first week.

      Nurse Gospatrick had been blunt about that, too. In her ongoing view, there was apparently no reason he shouldn’t have a good long life, full of things he enjoyed. At least once he learned how to take care of himself, and they sorted out what would be a help. He was quite sure she hadn’t meant to imply any kind of love life, but of course, it was not the sort of thing one could ask a nurse. Especially if one preferred men.

      He was, however, going to be kept busy. And exhausted, Nurse Gospatrick had been clear about that. There would be hours devoted every day to learning how to manage things for himself, how to move, how to sit, how to breathe better. How to use tools and likely his magic to make things easier. Part of him wanted to resent that, all the effort he could see coming. But if he’d learned to duel, if he’d learned the music hall, presumably he could learn this too. Even if this time, he didn’t have Seth to steady him through it.

      He hadn’t quite asked how long she expected him to be a resident, but in the end, she’d answered that for him. If he put the work in, if he kept up with his previous form, learning things, five or six months. They’d sort out what he needed as they went along.

      Then he’d been wheeled off to lunch, and immediately after, out to the terrace on a beautiful day. Five minutes later, Seth had appeared, all smiles and delight. He hadn’t said much, not to start. Seth had never been much given to words when other things would do just as well. He’d sat down next to Golshan and started carving. A new piece, not one he’d already started on. Golshan had sat there, watching him carve for a good forty minutes, before he said anything. Finally, he’d asked about Dilly, about Seth’s mum and dad.

      That led to going through each of the family, bit by bit, catching up on what was going on. Lia had another new baby, Orcus had come through the War well enough and gone back into the depths of a Ministry office. Thesan was loving being the Astronomy professor at Schola, especially now she had got through her second year of teaching. Though she’d had a hard time with her predecessor’s death that past fall. Allie and Cel, the two younger sisters, were still in their apprenticeships, and doing well. Archie, the youngest, was just out of school and figuring out what to do with himself. Seth had several amusing stories about the process so far.

      The sun moved, the shadows shifted. No one came to make Seth go away. Golshan had never been on the best terms with time, always too early or too late for any meeting, but this began to unsettle him. The past year had been made up of other people’s rigid schedules he must yield to. Finally, he’d asked about it, and Seth had shrugged.

      As it wound around to tea time, Seth finished what he’d been working on, and held it out on his palm. It was a wooden stick, about four inches long, thicker on one end, with a little rondel. Just the right size to roll in his hands or along one arm, maybe even down one thigh. Made to pick up and fiddle with.

      It wasn’t the first time Seth had made him something of the kind, but it had been ages since he’d had one in his hands. He’d stopped in the trenches. It was too easy for the movement to startle someone else. He’d instead taught himself endless card tricks. Someone always had a deck handy.

      He looked up, and Seth had smiled, then brought out a wooden box, about a foot and a half long. Seth had put it down in front of him, without a comment. Once again, he’d stood, bent to kiss Golshan on the forehead, and then gone away, saying only that he’d be back for the afternoon on Thursday.

      The box had held four things. The tallest was a carved wooden polecat the size of his flat hand. It was one of Golshan’s favourite animals, for the clever lethality and curiosity. The wood was sanded smooth and polished to a fine sheen that felt like silk under his fingers. There were hours of work there. Days. There was a frame with photos of Seth and Dilly on one side and the whole of Seth’s immediate family on the other. A small writing kit sat at the bottom, also Seth’s making, with a pen and plenty of paper and ink.

      And then there had been the knife. It had been wrapped in a silk handkerchief, but he’d known what it was. The leather sheath he’d brought to the War was now cleaned and smelling of linseed oil and beeswax. The hilt was still the same creamy ivory he remembered, with the four stones around the rim. The knife had been spotless, no hint of rust, the blade as sharp as it should be. He might have been born in Persia, but he was of Albion now, for better and for worse. There was one stone for each of the elements his lessons had drilled into him. One stone to anchor each flavour of magic.

      He had not touched it, handling it with the silk between his skin and the cool ivory, desperately needing that insulation. While he was trying to decide if he should, there was a shadow behind him, and then a man came around, where Golshan could see him without twisting. “May I join you?”

      Yes. No. He had no idea what he wanted. The man was older, later thirties, perhaps, and he looked every bit like officers looked, for all he was wearing a quite ordinary country suit. To be honest, he looked like Golshan’s parents wanted him to look. He was a man secure in his place in the world. If he’d been darker of skin and hair, he might have been one of Golshan’s brothers, fit to rule.

      He had the straight spine of someone who had taken to the Army like a roc to the air. His golden hair had not begun to go silver. The man had the kind of face that had graced every heroic magazine of the War, exhorting the troops onward to bravery and their own slaughter. Not someone Golshan had seen about the place before.

      In the end, Golshan shrugged and gestured at the other chairs. The man took the one facing him, not the one Seth had been in, which meant he was far enough away not to touch any of Golshan’s things by accident. “Tea? It’s about an hour to supper.” He didn’t introduce himself, but he wasn’t wearing any kind of uniform or insignia. Another patient, then, perhaps.

      Golshan shook his head. “Not for me.” His voice came out creaky.

      The man nodded. “You’ve been here since Friday, I gather. How are you settling in?”

      How was he supposed to answer that? It was better than where he’d been. There was more to look at and listen to. He didn’t have to hide his magic, not that he’d done any. No one seemed inclined to demand his cheerfulness. The staff had been prompt, competent, and careful to avoid hurting him. All of those were, he knew, good things, but he was not at all sure it was safe to say any of them. In the end, he shrugged. “It’s quiet.” Never mind that he wasn’t sure what he thought about the quiet.

      “And you have what you need to be comfortable? I’m sure they’ve offered books and entertainment, but if there’s anything you prefer, someone will find it.”

      Golshan nodded. “Nice to have a change from the edited newspaper and the same handful of magazines.” That seemed fair enough to share.

      The man leaned back, then grinned suddenly, as if he’d not been able to keep the mask up for much longer. “And you have no idea what to make of all this, do you? We’re not like anywhere else.”

      Golshan raised an eyebrow, shifting a little in the chair. The basket chair had been far more limiting. He was still getting used to the idea he could change the set of his shoulders. “What are you like, then?”

      “Think of it like a garden. Different plants need different things. The roses, they like a bit of bone meal and blood meal. The dainty flowers need something else, the ferns want shade, and so on.”

      Golshan’s chin came up at the mention of the roses. He’d always been ridiculously fond of them, the riotous shades of colour, the way they had beauty and thorns. And besides, his name meant ‘rose garden’, it was only proper he take an interest. He’d also found the idea of beauty growing from blood and bone somehow reassuring. It gave him a hint of hope. “And are you a gardener?”

      “Oh, no. Or only in the most amateur way.” Something about the question amused him. His eyes crinkled up now, but the man was laughing with him, definitely not laughing at. Of course, he didn’t answer the question properly. After a moment, the man went on, “What did you do, before?”

      “I ran a music hall. Young for it, but I had a knack. I got hired on when they needed someone in a pinch, and turned out to be good at it. Plenty going on, never the same day twice. Plenty of people need a bit of a word or an ear, to keep the smiles rolling in.” He’d done plenty of other things, too, keeping up his knifework and the magic that went with it. But that wasn’t a thing he talked about, certainly not to a stranger.

      “Ah, you’re someone who likes that sort of thing. I do a bit of that, now, sorting out things between the Army, our Ministry, their Ministry. Though there’s rather less entertainment in the mix.”

      Golshan snorted. “Certainly less knife throwing and acrobatics.”

      He regretted the comment about the knife, immediately, but the other man’s gaze never moved to the blade on the table. Instead, he nodded. “And you’ve had a chat with Nurse Gospatrick, about what she thinks we might do for you.” Before Golshan could say anything, the man lifted his hand. “Now you’re trying to figure out how to say, without being too rude, that you think she’s dreaming. That you’ll never have most of that.”

      Golshan’s lips quirked. He wasn’t sure what he felt, but it was certainly different. Intriguing. Like his mind was engaging again, properly, for the first time in a year, wanting to analyse all the pieces of what was going on. All his instincts, dormant though they had been, shouted that this man was guiding the conversation deliberately. The question, though, was where, and to what end. He shrugged, spreading his hands. “Different from what they’ve been telling me for a year.”

      The man leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table now. “I thought the same thing. I was with the King’s Bays - a few of us magical chaps, attached to the regiment, for messages and special assignments. Quite early on - spring of 15 - I found myself in a room at the Temple of Healing, not at all sure what was going on. Before this place was a glint in anyone’s eye.” He said the last very fondly. There was a note to it that wasn’t just about the place itself.

      Golshan nodded, interested now, a bit despite himself. “And?”

      “And Nurse Gospatrick swept in one day, took a look at me, and set about doing something that worked, rather than what she was told should be done. And then she did it for more people, and more. We’ve had, oh, a hundred and fifty people come through, now. Almost all of them doing things they were sure they’d never have again. Work. Family. Magic coming to their call, instead of running wild or being blocked. Whatever their pleasures were.”

      Golshan turned his head away, feigning interest in a slight movement along the line of the woods, across the garden. “Not much of that for me. I’m not going to walk again. Even the nurse didn’t suggest that. No space backstage for a chair.”

      The man coughed, but went on when Golshan didn’t look back. “And an awful lot of stairs in the world. I spent enough time in a chair to know that, though I had different problems. But a music hall’s not the only place with people who need a kind hand and a bit of sense. You might be grand at what I do now, finding people help. We’ve only just met, but you don’t seem the sort to just sit around and collect your pension.”

      Golshan glanced back at him, then let his eyes fall again to the knife on the table.

      “What we can promise you is that we’ll get you as much of the world as we can. El - Nurse Gospatrick is quite sure you can learn to manage your own care. Get yourself in and out of a chair once we’ve found the right one for you. Your friend...” He hesitated for an instant, then gestured at the things on the table, all of them. “A very good friend.”

      Golshan looked up, suddenly, sharply, but there was no assumption there, no hint of innuendo. “Seth.” As always, he heard how he said the name, the weight behind it he’d never been able to hide fully. “Been friends since our first week at Schola. And his wife.” He fumbled for the photographs. “That’s her. That’s his mum and dad and all his brothers and sisters.”

      The other man nodded. “He’s been clear we need to do right by you. And we will.” He hesitated, then gestured at the frame. “His family, not the one you come from?”

      “They were always kind to me. His Mum, especially. I spent a lot of the hols with them.” Golshan teetered, trying to decide whether to say something more.

      “And your own, mmm. Let me guess, they have no idea what to make of your injury, and perhaps would prefer to ignore it entirely?” There was a note there that made Golshan look up, some sense that this wasn’t what the man knew most intimately, but it wasn’t just words. The other man nodded. “I worried, for a good while, my parents thought the same. I was lucky. It was a misunderstanding. They’d been trying to find me and help. But there’s nothing that makes up for someone not being there, when you hoped they would be.”

      Golshan looked away. “I was a changeling child for them. Grew up here, my brothers and sister didn’t.” He shrugged, but let his fingers brush the frame one more time.

      “And the knife, that’s a thing that matters.” The man didn’t press, something in his voice making it clear he wasn’t asking anything. “It will be safe in your room, I promise.”

      Golshan swallowed, then the need to know burst out of him. “How can you be so sure?” He gestured at the knife, then at the house behind him. “About any of it?”

      The man leaned forward, offering his hand. “My word on it. I’m Gospatrick. Roland Gospatrick. Elen - Nurse Gospatrick - is my wife.”
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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