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      As the Stork Likes It


      Here is your infant. Please raise with love and care.


      This was the message that sparked the raucous day. It accompanied a baby in a basket, left on the porch of the Ashenbert estate in Mayfair, an affluent area even by London’s standards. The letter was written in a crude hand and came with a stork’s feather tucked between the paper, no doubt to bring good fortune. Such fortune eluded the earl himself—who had been suffering the dubious stares of his staff since the discovery—as he had yet to contrive a means by which to explain the circumstances to his fiancée, Lydia.


      She had arrived for work that morning as usual, keeping to her habit of making straight for her office. She was employed as the estate’s fairy doctor. A specialist in fae, her work was essential in supporting Lord Edgar Ashenbert, the Earl of Ibrazel. The earldom had a long history of associating with the creatures, with several of them residing within its territory across the United Kingdom. Discord and misunderstandings between the fairy and human residents were common. It was a fairy doctor’s job to solve such problems as they arose.


      Although she was far from satisfied with her experience, Lydia took pride in her work. Her daily visits to the earl’s estate were for professional purposes only. She was not here to entertain him, and she was certainly not his fiancée. And yet the young earl was adamant that he would marry her.


      Though Lydia had rejected his proposal, he had informed her that he would not be withdrawing it and persisted in his attempts to seduce her whenever they crossed paths. She found the whole thing rather tiresome.


      She walked through the hallway as quickly as always that morning, moving cautiously so as to avoid running into Edgar. However, she came to a stop when she caught sight of Raven as she passed the parlor. The dark-skinned boy was Edgar’s servant. He sat on the chair near the door to the sunlit terrace. He was as still as a statue, his eyes peering into the basket on his lap. It seemed he was under the impression that he was not to move an inch. He was as expressionless as ever, displaying no hint of emotion, and yet Lydia sensed a sliver of bewilderment that had her gazing at him from the doorway.


      Raven obeyed all of Edgar’s commands without question, so she suspected that the earl had asked something quite unreasonable of him this time.


      “Good morning, Raven,” she said. He looked up with a start. “You seem to be deeply concerned with whatever is in that basket.”


      The basket in question had almost fallen from his lap, and he hurried to right it as she made to approach. “Please stay where you are.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “Mr. Tompkins told me you are not to lay eyes on this.”


      “Is it something dangerous?”


      “No...”


      That Lydia was not to look at it made her want to see it all the more. The order had come from the butler rather than Edgar, so perhaps Raven wouldn’t be inclined to follow it so closely. She took the opportunity to draw closer when his eyes fell on the basket again. Inside was a tiny infant, sleeping soundly. The hair covering its little head was white, as though without pigment, and its face was endearingly plump.


      “Why, how sweet! It’s a little baby!”


      Raven made no attempt to hide the infant from her view after all, perhaps because he was frightened that any reckless movement might wake it. As such, Lydia felt no hesitation in moving even closer, smiling at the child and gazing at it to her heart’s content. She even forgot to ask why it was meant to be kept from her.


      The baby’s eyelashes quivered slightly and its eyes cracked open. It regarded Lydia and, seeming to find comfort in her presence, closed its eyes once more. It even appeared to smile.


      “Wherever did it come from?” she asked.


      Raven hesitated. “It was left on the porch.”


      It was Lydia’s impression that he was unable to lie, so she took his answer as the honest truth. “It’s been abandoned?”


      “No, it... Well, I’m not certain.” The servant was fumbling for words.


      It was then that Lydia spotted the slip of paper in the basket, which she pulled out quite innocently.


      Here is your infant. Please raise with love and care.


      The realization came to her slowly. The letter mentioned no name, either for the sender or the addressee. However, this was Edgar’s estate. No one lived here but him and his servants. Even when the male servants were taken into account and, for argument’s sake, the men residing in the properties on either side, Edgar was still the most likely candidate for the intended recipient.


      “Is this Edgar’s illegitimate child?” she stammered.


      The earl was, after all, famous for his philandering. He had a silver tongue and was skilled in capturing the hearts of women. Not to mention he was a young, handsome nobleman, so he was naturally sought after. Even Lydia, who wasn’t privy to gossip, had heard of his numerous romantic scandals. But never had she thought he would have an illegitimate child.


      “How unbelievably irresponsible!” Lydia cried out thoughtlessly, eliciting a quiet apology from Raven. “What do you have to apologize for?”


      “I seem to have upset you.”


      “I am not upset. I simply find this outrageous!”


      “I’m sorry,” Raven said again.


      “I am referring to Edgar! It is unbelievable, wouldn’t you say? That he could abandon a woman with his child, only to seduce and gambol about with the next one! He ought to marry her! I shudder to think of this poor child’s future otherwise!”


      “Yes, let us marry, Lydia.”


      “What?”


      Caught unawares in the middle of her passionate speech, Lydia turned toward the terrace. The sight of the irresponsible man in question only made her blood boil all the more.


      “Edgar! Do you even comprehend the gravity of the situation?!”


      He was, after all, wearing his usual arrogant smile and standing with one hand on the terrace’s glass door. The morning sun was illuminating his golden hair, making it vexingly dazzling. His moss-green tie and charcoal morning coat only added to his elegance. It seemed he had been dressed impeccably since the moment he rose from his bed.


      “Of course I do. That is why we ought to marry at once.” He seemed to glide over to Lydia before taking her hand and kissing it. She could never get used to that greeting of his. Not least because of the passionate way he stared at her when he gave it.


      However, she was presently more concerned with the infant. She refused to let his confusing antics distract her. “It is not me you ought to be marrying. It is the mother of this child.”


      “Precisely.”


      “I beg your pardon?”


      Edgar took the feather he had been wearing in his lapel and placed it in Lydia’s grasp so she was cupping her hands around it. “This is our child, Lydia. The stork, impatient as it is, brought it to us a little early. But that shouldn’t be a problem, seeing as we shall eventually marry in any case.”


      “The stork?”


      “Yes. Its feather was inside the basket. The stork has recognized us as husband and wife in an unshakable act of fate that proves our union will come to pass.”


      The feather did indeed seem to belong to a stork, though the fact did little to quell Lydia’s doubt.


      “Let us raise our infant with love and care.”


      Rendered speechless, Lydia tried to read his expression. She could find nothing but joy within the tender smile he showed her. His gentle grip on her hand and the rare, inescapable warmth from his ash-mauve gaze made her dizzy.


      Oh...a stork has brought us our future child. Lydia paused. As if I would believe such a thing!


      “You underestimate my intellect! Infants do not come from storks!” she exclaimed.


      “They don’t? I hadn’t realized,” Edgar replied, in a brazen display of faux innocence. “Where do they come from, then?”


      “Wh— They...” Though Lydia was aware she was being teased, she couldn’t prevent her face from reddening.


      “Pray tell, Lydia.”


      He is enjoying himself entirely too much!


      Edgar would not let go of her hand, and even when she rushed to avert her gaze, his face went to follow it.


      “U-Unhand me.”


      “Why should I?”


      Lydia’s temper splintered further.


      “Are you perhaps afraid that we shall be visited by another stork if we stare into each other’s eyes for too long?” Edgar was beyond reasoning with. “Personally, I would be overjoyed to have countless children with you,” he continued.


      “The infant might be yours, Edgar, but it has nothing to do with me! You must have taken leave of your senses if you think that I shall be raising it with you. I never thought... Well, I knew you were an irresponsible gentleman, but it seems my estimation of you was still far too high! And in no world shall I ever marry you!” she cried, managing to shake free of his grip at last.


      “Are you disappointed in me, mother?”


      “Mother?”


      Wondering who had spoken, Lydia turned around and slowly surveyed the room, only for her gaze to land on the basket in Raven’s arms. The baby was poking its head out and looking at her. It was far too young to be speaking. Knowing it to be impossible, Lydia looked away, only for the baby to open its mouth again.


      “Don’t say you won’t marry him. Please, mother.” There was no doubt that it was addressing her. Not only that, but it was now taking a labored step out of the basket. It hopped from Raven’s lap onto the floor. Its frilly garment was complete with black ribbons bordering the sleeves. Smoothing out the rustled hem of its clothes, it stood confidently on two legs.


      “Who are you?” Lydia asked.


      “I’m your son.”


      She staggered, overcome by a wave of dizziness. Edgar caught her, but she didn’t possess the strength to push him away.


      “Oh, it isn’t what you’re thinking. I haven’t been given life yet; I am here as the stork’s spirit. It’s no wonder you don’t recognize me.”


      “You’re the stork?” Lydia asked vacantly.


      On closer inspection, the baby had tiny wings on his back. She had thought them decorations on his clothing, but now she saw they were fluttering restlessly. They resembled the wings of a fledgling and were covered in white down. At their tips, however, was the black plumage of flight feathers. They were undoubtedly stork wings.


      “Before children are born into this world, they take the form of stork fairies. We fly with the storks in the sky to learn about the human realm,” the baby explained.


      “Is that so?” Lydia stammered.


      “It’s what I’m told.”


      It was all too sudden for her to believe straightaway. She knew that the truths of the fairy world were numerous and that she still had much to learn, but it simply didn’t add up that there could be just as many stork fairies as there were human babies.


      “So you aren’t an illegitimate son of mine after all,” Edgar murmured with relief, which only served to highlight that he had thought it possible. Lydia found herself feeling all the more exhausted. “But if you are Lydia’s future child, then that would mean you are mine as well.”


      Frankly, she found it a rather shameless remark for a man capable of harboring illicit children, though perhaps not quite as shameless as the fact that he had yet to let go of her.


      The baby looked up at the earl and cocked his head. “I’m not sure about that. I don’t know who mother is going to marry yet.”


      “Oh? Does that mean the identity of your mother is set in stone, but that of your father isn’t?” Edgar asked.


      “That’s right. If mother ever loses her ability to love, then I simply won’t be born.” A frightened look suddenly crossed the baby’s face and he put his tiny palms together as if in prayer. “According to my companions, mother does not trust men in the least, so there’s a risk she may never marry. I’ve come here to convince her otherwise...”


      “I wouldn’t say that,” Lydia said quickly. “It is just that I find Edgar far too unmanageable to marry.”


      “Will you marry someone else, then?” asked the baby.


      Edgar let go of Lydia at once, scooped the infant up into the air, and went to one corner of the room. He placed it atop a side table and brought his face close as if to lecture—or perhaps even threaten—it. “Lydia is my fiancée, young man. Any other gentleman who might try to arouse her interest will find himself at the kicking end of my foot. In essence, in the event that Lydia does not fall in love with me, you will never be born.”


      “That is not for you to decide, Edgar,” Lydia said.


      He continued, ignoring her. “Is it not therefore sensible that you should aid us? It is your wish for Lydia to be wed. It is my wish that she should be wed to me. I daresay our interests are aligned.”


      “I suppose...”


      You oughtn’t suppose anything!


      “I couldn’t think of a better father than myself in any case. You would become heir to the Ashenbert earldom, and you would want for nothing. Should Lydia end her engagement with me and be whisked away by a scoundrel of a man, it would spell disaster for both mother and child.”


      Lydia was incredulous that Edgar felt he was in a position to accuse anyone of being a scoundrel.


      The child, however, shook his head obediently, the downy dandelion fluff on his head swaying. “I wouldn’t want that.”


      “Then we are in agreement. You will accept me as your father, and we shall show Lydia that we hold the ideal father-son bond. That ought to persuade her that I am the right gentleman to marry for the sake of her future children.”


      “Yes, father,” the baby replied.


      Lydia was incensed.


      “Remember, too, that you are now a noble boy, and ought to behave as such.”


      The baby paused to consider this before straightening his back and responding again. “Yes, father. Thank you.”


      “Are you quite sure that I am your mother? How do you know?” Lydia asked, still unable to make sense of it all.


      “I knew from the second I saw you.”


      In other words, he had no proof.


      “I heard my mother was here, in this house. That’s why I’m sure.”


      “I heard that my mother was here, in this house. That is why I am sure,” Edgar corrected.


      “Yes, father.”


      “Good lad. I shall call you ‘Til’ for the time being. You will take the honorary title of the Viscount Tilderston, as is tradition for the eldest Ashenbert son.”


      “Wow, what a wonderful name!” the boy exclaimed, sounding all too eager.


      Edgar patted the baby’s head gently before turning to Lydia. “I realize this is all very sudden, but what do you say we go on a family picnic today? It would go far in proving what a happy family we are.”


      “No, thank you. I am much too busy.”


      “Your mother is a difficult woman to please, I am afraid, Til. Perhaps you ought to try inviting her.” Edgar lifted the baby up and pushed him toward Lydia. She had no choice but to take him lest he fall.


      The infant didn’t yet have life, so its weight and softness was just an illusion. And yet it was indistinguishable from a real child.
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      The fairy clung to her tightly, the smile on its face a touch bashful. “You smell nice, mother, just like in my dreams.”


      She couldn’t very well tell him he was mistaken after that.


      “Can we go, mother?”


      “I’m awfully sorry, but—”


      “Don’t you want me?” The baby’s big blue eyes began to water, making Lydia panic.


      “Okay, we shall go! Let us have a lovely picnic!”


      “Raven, we are going on an excursion. Make the appropriate preparations,” Edgar said immediately.


      Raven, who had been watching the proceedings in silence, sprang to his feet at once. He still held the basket in his arms.


      ***


      It wasn’t that Lydia disliked Edgar exactly. She recognized that his appearance was not his sole virtue. Everyone regarded her with suspicion because she associated almost exclusively with fairies. He, however, had accepted her skills as a fairy doctor, and she couldn’t deny the happiness that brought her. He was the first person to propose marriage to her too, and perhaps he would be the last. Thinking of it in those terms did make her heart flutter slightly.


      Nevertheless, she could not believe that his feelings for her were genuine. He was a man who flitted from one woman to another, and Lydia was certain that any love he felt would soon dissipate. She suspected that he only wanted to marry her to keep the earldom’s precious fairy doctor linked to the estate indefinitely rather than out of love.


      Despite his title as the Earl of Ibrazel, Edgar lacked the ability to communicate with fae. He relied on Lydia for everything relating to the creatures, and no doubt he felt that a merely professional relationship wasn’t enough to keep her at his estate long term. That was why she simply couldn’t believe his promise that he had cut ties with his female companions in order to marry her. Indeed, she had overheard a profound conversation between him and another woman just days prior.




      “I’ve been played for a fool, haven’t I?”


      Lydia was passing by Edgar’s study at the time, only stopping when that outrageous question reached her ears. The voice had sounded like it belonged to a young woman.


      “By no means. But no flower can bloom indefinitely, including love. If the time spent together was beautiful, then it is best to move on and find love anew than to wait for what is before you to wither.”


      The wheedling words and the voice that had spoken them were undoubtedly Edgar’s.


      “It’s because I’m a commoner. That’s it, isn’t it? ‘Class doesn’t matter’... Oh, I shouldn’t have listened!”


      “Love is blind to class. Sometimes, distance can be a means to show kindness. You wouldn’t want to end up a mistress, would you?”


      Mistress?! Lydia thought. The indecency of the word not only shocked her, but also made it plain that this wasn’t a conversation she ought to be privy to.


      As she made to hurry away, the door flew open, and a maid appeared with her face buried in her hands. Upon noticing her, the maid averted her gaze. Lydia noted that she must have been newly hired, because she didn’t recognize her. She was incensed that Edgar would act inappropriately with one of his own servants and only grew angrier the more time passed. He claimed he hadn’t been fooling around with the maid, but how could it have been anything else when he had been so quick to grow fed up with her?


      As much as he pretended to be interested in Lydia, she was sure that all of it—including his proposal—was borne of nothing more than a temporary whim. Taking him seriously would only result in tragedy for her. With that in mind, she had resolved in her heart to remain undaunted by his advances.




      And yet, she now found herself catering to his whims again after Til’s appearance. She glanced at Edgar beside her, in her head a resigned question of why such things continued to happen. Their eyes met immediately, as if he had been watching her for some time. The wind played with his bright-blond hair, a shade that Lydia was quite jealous of, as hers was often referred to as rust-colored. His smile suggested that gazing at her brought him tremendous joy, but she had to wonder what joy there was to be found in looking at someone who was by several accounts “stubborn” and “lacking charm.”


      “Such lovely sunshine we’re having today, no? And the birdsong... It is as if they are singing their blessings for us,” he whispered, sitting far too close to her on their blanket under the shady tree. His hand had found its way on top of hers at some point.


      “I would appreciate it if you stopped manipulating the poor child, Edgar. We cannot be certain of the future or if I am even to become his mother. He isn’t human yet either. He ought to return to where he belongs.”


      “I am sure he will do just that if we reassure him of the love we share as parents.”


      The scoundrel shifted nearer to her, and she was unable to move away. She certainly couldn’t push him, as she usually did, in front of Til.


      “Perhaps you would find it within yourself to enjoy yourself as much as I am for his sake?”


      Lydia knew that if she gave him so much as an inch, he would take a mile. However, when the sunlight dappled through the leaves and changed the hue of those ash-mauve eyes ever so slightly, she found herself somewhat discomposed.


      They had come to the deeper parts of a forest away from the city center and were sitting beside a small lake. It would certainly have been romantic were they truly in love. The small butter-yellow flowers smoldering among the bilberry bushes were a sight to behold. The deep green of the water was bordered by various trees, their branches, leaves, and flowers casting reflections onto its surface. There was a mystical quality to the air that could not be found within an urban park. It wasn’t far from London at all, and was the perfect place to enjoy a quiet picnic.


      A mean-spirited question came to Lydia. She wondered whether Edgar had taken any woman here before. Somehow, she managed to keep it to herself.


      Til was running around and laughing as he chased a butterfly. She doubted he would leave willingly if she and Edgar were to fight here. And yet the earl was sure to take advantage if she failed to show any resistance at all.


      “We haven’t had much time to ourselves lately, have we?” he said.


      “We see each other every day.”


      “Well, this is our first outing in quite a while. I have had so many small matters requiring my attention that I simply haven’t had the time. I do hope I am not making you feel neglected.”


      “It doesn’t particularly concern me.”


      “I shall do everything I can to make it up to you today. You may be totally at ease.”


      Lydia wanted to laugh. Meanwhile, Edgar removed her bonnet and planted a kiss on her head at the exact moment Til’s attention was turned toward them.


      “Come, Til. Let us have lunch,” he called, moving on as though a light kiss was nothing out of the ordinary for them.


      “Yes, father!” The small boy ran over to them and offered Lydia a white flower. “This was growing in the bush over there. I thought you would like it, mother.”


      It was a beautiful lily flower. It was somewhat early for it to be in bloom, so she supposed that Til had made it open with his fairy magic. She didn’t dislike it, but she suspected it was more to his taste than hers. Suddenly realizing she had a sullen look on her face, courtesy of Edgar, she quickly transformed it into a smile.


      Raven was setting up a simple table and chairs in a bright spot of sunlight. He placed the picnic basket on the cloth, then laid it with white plates and glasses, which he filled with wine.


      Edgar helped Lydia to her feet and escorted her flawlessly over to the table. Raven placed a cushion on one of the chairs for the tiny Til, whom he then gently lifted to sit on it. Cold meats, herby sausages, cheese, pickles, soused herrings, vibrant gooseberry jam and honey... Til looked at everything in turn, his eyes alight with excitement as if it was all totally unfamiliar to him.


      “What is this, mother?”


      Although it still felt strange for him to address her as such, Lydia couldn’t help but respond to his carefree smile with one of her own. Edgar was right. He would return to his own kind once he was satisfied. To act as his mother for the time being was the best she could do, whether he truly was her son or not.


      “Those are baked apples,” she said. “Would you like to try one?”


      “No, thank you. Since I am not human yet, I shall just have milk.” He took his glass in both hands and drank from it heartily. “I hope to be born as soon as possible so I can eat the same things as both of you.”


      “That sounds wonderful. Let us come here again once that happens. What do you say, Lydia?” Edgar asked.


      “Oh, um...”


      “Really? I’ll look forward to it. What a shame that I won’t remember any of this!” A look of loneliness flashed across Til’s face. It seemed he couldn’t shake free of his anxiety that such a day would never come.


      “You may not remember, but we will,” Lydia said, hoping to reassure him.


      But it was Edgar who looked overjoyed and nodded. She must have been behaving in accordance with his scheme. “In that case, Lydia, when would you like for us to marry?”


      “I beg your pardon?”


      “Well, we have yet to decide on a date since getting engaged, and I am only growing all the more eager. Would it not be lovely for us to choose a day in Til’s presence?”


      “I... I wouldn’t...”


      Til was looking at her expectantly, forcing her to suppress her annoyance at Edgar and put on a stiff smile.


      “Why don’t we eat first, Edgar?” she said with faux enthusiasm, swearing that she would hold this against him long after Til had left. She shot the earl a covert glare before taking a sip from her glass.


      Then, she looked up at the clouds traversing the light-blue sky. It was certainly a lovely, peaceful picnic, save for Edgar’s designs. Things were always peaceful, just as long as he wasn’t in her sights. And yet, she found herself constantly struggling to keep her eyes off him. Although she had a vague idea of the reason, she didn’t want to admit it to herself.


      The wind passed through the trees above. As Lydia gazed at the dancing apricot blossoms, she found her bonnet lifted and carried away by a mischievous gust.
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      It fluttered upward until the violet ribbon caught on a tree branch.


      “Oh dear, that’s much too high up,” she said.


      Raven immediately moved to retrieve it, only for Edgar to stop him.


      “Fear not. We shall get it down for you,” the earl said.


      “‘We’?” Lydia asked.


      “Would you be so kind as to help me, Til, for the sake of your mother?”


      Til nodded eagerly, and Edgar lifted the boy from his seat. He held the baby easily in one arm in a display of uncharacteristically masculine strength. Edgar was a slender and elegant nobleman. He could command others with a single word, and his authoritative skills impressed Lydia. But pure masculinity was not something she had associated with him. The way he treated her as if they were in a relationship and the words he said to her often put her on edge. However, she suspected this was the first time she had witnessed such comforting manliness from him. Perhaps he truly was capable of defending and raising a small, helpless child.


      Shocked at where her thoughts were going, Lydia quickly took a deep breath. Edgar approached the branch her bonnet was caught on and stood beneath it. Next, he sat Til on his shoulders.


      “Can you reach?” he asked.


      Til hummed thoughtfully. “Not quite.”


      The baby stood up on Edgar’s shoulders, and Lydia shuddered to think what would happen should he slip. Anxiety stirred within her, and in that moment she had even forgotten that he was a fairy.


      “That’s enough, Edgar. Put him down.”


      “Keep trying, Til.”


      “I think I can reach it!” The baby grabbed the end of the bonnet’s ribbon. His body inclined dangerously.


      “Look out!” Lydia cried.


      Frightened Til would fall, she kicked her chair back and leaped to her feet. But Edgar had the unbalanced baby held firmly in his grip. The earl spun Til around, making the child laugh. Held up and made to fly in circles through the air, the baby seemed enthralled rather than scared. He even smiled when he was held upside down, having full faith that Edgar would not drop him. His skinny, flightless wings kept fluttering even when he was put back on the ground, and he was grinning from ear to ear.


      “What on earth were you doing, Edgar? What if Til got hurt?” Lydia demanded.


      “There was no risk of that. I had a good grip on him.”


      “He almost fell!”


      “Adventures are all about exposing oneself to danger and overcoming it. Now, Til, give the anxious lady back her bonnet.”


      The baby scampered over to Lydia and offered her the hat with his chest puffed out. “Here you are, mother.” He had the look of a boy who had just gone out adventuring; the pride of one who had braved danger and found success.


      “Thank you...” As much as she felt the urge to embrace him, it wasn’t something Lydia could do so thoughtlessly. She felt as though accepting Til would mean accepting Edgar as her future husband, all because they seemed like a genuine father and son. She didn’t want to risk deluding herself that his intention to marry her was more serious than she thought, and that they might indeed be capable of having a wonderful family together.


      When Til fell asleep atop the grass, exhausted from play, Lydia placed him on her lap and kept him there in the carriage on the way home. Since she couldn’t accept him as her future son, she felt it was all right to hold him warmly just as long as he remained asleep.


      ***


      “Why on earth is that baby walking around on two feet?”


      The following day, Til came to Lydia’s office almost as soon as she arrived at work. It seemed he had spent the night at the estate and was not yet ready to return to where he came from. Edgar was out on an errand, leaving the baby without entertainment.


      The speaker objecting to the boy was Lydia’s companion, a fairy cat who walked on two legs.


      “That cat just talked!” Til exclaimed.


      “That baby just talked!” Nico cried.


      The pair, both of a similar height, stood stock-still and looked at each other in surprise. Lydia stopped what she was writing and gazed at the curious sight before her.


      “He is a stork fairy, Nico. He isn’t a human baby yet.”


      Nico craned his neck to peer at Til’s wings. “Say, you’re right! What business has he got here?”


      “Mother, this cat is wearing a tie.”


      “‘Mother’? Is he talking to you, Lydia?”


      “Yes, but I don’t have the time to explain now. Would you terribly mind playing with him? I am too busy with work.” Yesterday’s excursion meant that she hadn’t made any progress at all.


      “What? You think me some sort of nanny, do you?” Nico protested.


      “I would be happy to play with the cat, mother.” Til was far more obedient than the other fairy.


      “I am not a cat! Watch your tongue, stork!”


      “And I am not a stork! I shall be human very soon!”


      “Oh? A fairy turning into a human? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”


      “Of course a cat wouldn’t understand.”


      “At least I’m not a runt of a newborn fairy. You may play with me, but you’ll have to catch up first!” Nico slipped out the door, and Til ran after him.


      “Do play nicely now!” Lydia called before turning back to her desk.


      A maid entered the office and placed a fresh letter for the fairy doctor’s attention on one side of the desk.


      “Thank you,” Lydia said, looking up.


      It was then that she realized it was the same young maid she had recently seen leaving Edgar’s study. She gave a small curtsy, keeping her head low. Edgar’s cruel treatment of her must have been the cause behind her lack of cheer. On her way out, the girl staggered suddenly and fell into a squat.


      “Oh! Are you all right?! I shall call for help—”


      But the maid caught Lydia’s arm to stop her. “It’s all right. I’ll be fine in a moment.”


      The fairy doctor decided she would let the maid rest in her office. The girl would likely suffer a scolding should the housekeeper find out what had happened. Lydia went to give her a shoulder to lean on, which was when she was greeted by an outstretched hand. It was Raven, and he helped the maid up.


      “Where should I put her?” he asked, as if she were an object to be placed. He was as impassive as ever.


      “On that sofa, please,” Lydia said.


      Raven briskly carried out her instructions.


      “Thank you, Raven. I shall have her recover here for a spell.”


      “You may wish to give her something to eat. Connie has not been eating properly.”


      “Is that so?” Although her first instinct was to suppose that the cause was a broken heart, Lydia was struck by a sudden question. How had Raven, who held little interest in any affairs other than Edgar’s, noticed the maid’s waning appetite? “How do you know that?”


      “I was asked to check on her.”


      By Edgar, presumably. Angered, Lydia took Raven by the arm and pulled him into the hallway, leaving Connie behind.


      She lowered her voice. “What do you mean you were ‘asked to check on her’? It is utterly unnerving that Edgar should want to keep such a close eye on a woman he has already thrown out.”


      Raven frowned at her, apparently unsure what she was talking about.


      “I heard Edgar talk about cutting ties with her. It is unbecoming of a gentleman not only to become involved with staff but to abandon her immediately afterward!”


      “You are mistaken.”


      “How could I possibly be? He spoke of their love fading away!”


      Raven looked angry but stayed still. Though the Asian boy was small-framed, he was a remarkably competent bodyguard. His glare made Lydia slightly uneasy, and she took a step backward. However, it seemed he had merely been contemplating. He spoke again after a long period of what appeared to be difficult deliberation.


      “His lordship was speaking for me.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “Lord Ashenbert was speaking on my behalf.”


      “Your... You were involved with Miss Connie?”


      Impossible. The only conclusion she could draw was that Raven was attempting to cover for Edgar. The servant never even spoke to anybody unless it was required to fulfill his master’s commands. What would he have to converse with a low-ranking maid about?


      Not only that, but Connie had referred to a difference in class. Lydia took a deep breath in an attempt to quell her rage. Taking her anger out on Raven would be meaningless. Edgar was the one at the root of the problem.


      “Would you be so kind as to bring some warm milk for her?” she asked.


      Raven nodded and left, while Lydia turned around and went back into the office. Connie lifted herself up slowly and looked at the fairy doctor.


      “I’m so very sorry, Miss Carlton.”


      “Think nothing of it. Although I am sympathetic to your broken heart, it does not do to forgo meals.”


      “You know about my broken heart?”


      “Forgive me. I just so happened to overhear...”


      “I see.”


      “Please do not be down.” Lydia wished she could say something more helpful.


      Connie drooped her head and dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. “I trusted him... I won’t let myself fall for another man ever again...”


      Lydia gazed at the maid’s handkerchief. The laced silk was a high-quality item, one that ought to have belonged to a noblewoman. It was not something a maid should have been able to afford, so perhaps it had been a present from Edgar. But it was a baffling panging in her chest, rather than anger, that afflicted Lydia. That was, until she caught sight of the handkerchief’s embroidery.


      It depicted a white lily, the same flower Til had given Lydia. The flower he’d believed she would like. Was it, perhaps, Connie’s favorite flower?


      A girl who distrusted men and who worked and lived at the earl’s estate. Connie matched the description perfectly. Perhaps the fairy doctor really wasn’t Til’s future mother...


      “I have the milk,” Raven said on his return.


      Lydia leaped to her feet. “Edgar must be back by now, mustn’t he, Raven?”


      “Yes, he is.”


      No sooner was the answer out of his mouth than Lydia was flying from the room.




      Lydia ran right for Edgar’s study. It was where he tended to spend his private time in the afternoon. She had barely finished knocking before opening the door. Edgar greeted her with his usual composed smile and got to his feet to greet her.


      “You have come at the perfect time, Lydia. I wanted to discuss the hiring of a nanny for Til with you. I daresay you would prefer someone you can get along with.”


      A nanny?!


      “None of that is important in the slightest!”


      “You feel a nanny is unnecessary? But you will not be able to stay with the children all the time when you have your duties as a countess to attend to.”


      “No, what I meant to say is that I am not Til’s mother at all. It is your maid, Miss Connie.”


      “Connie? The new girl?”


      “You must therefore marry her, Edgar.”


      “Lydia. I haven’t the faintest idea what you are talking about.”


      “Miss Connie lost all her trust in men when you parted from her. Til will never be born at this rate. This is entirely your fault, and I feel strongly that you ought to take responsibility. After all, she still holds feelings for you.”


      “Wait just a moment. I have had no such relationship with her.”


      “You cannot pull the wool over my eyes. You told her only the other day that you would not see her again, in this very study!”


      Edgar gave a weary sigh that seemed to claw at the depths of Lydia’s chest. He was a scoundrel through and through. She knew this to be true, so why did his behavior seem to hurt her after all this time?


      “You are mistaken, Lydia. I was not the gentleman seeing her. Rather, I was mediating, as the matter of their separation was becoming incredibly complicated.”


      “Was it you who ordered Raven to tell such an obvious falsehood? Have you taken leave of your senses?! He claimed that he was involved with Miss Connie!”


      “He did?”


      “Such was the effort he exerted for your sake!”


      “It must have been because I told him not to say anything... Why, he has become able to imagine much more outrageous things as of late.”


      Edgar did not hesitate to admit his instruction to Raven to withhold information. Lydia also found his admiration of his servant’s ability to lie dubious, especially given the situation.


      “You are the one who convinced Til that you are his father. I do not see that you have any other choice but to marry Miss Connie, regardless of her station. You understand, don’t you? And I am sure that you are cunning enough to disguise where she came from successfully.” Irritated by Edgar’s flippance, Lydia’s tone came out more biting than she had intended.


      Edgar responded with an uncharacteristically disgruntled frown. It seemed she had offended him. “Are those your sincere thoughts?”


      “I fear to think what will become of Til should Miss Connie’s heart fail to heal.”


      “And you truly believe I am the type of man to put a woman in that position? It has failed to cross your mind that you are perhaps mistaken?”


      Why should it have, when it was Edgar whom they were discussing? He was a skilled liar and manipulator.


      He walked toward her, and Lydia feared he would have her back up against the wall. Allowing him to get so close in these circumstances would be dangerous. She started to back away, intending to run, only for Edgar to grab her arm roughly. He used more force than usual, and it hurt. Though she was afraid, he somehow appeared to be in more pain than she was. Uncertain as to how she should react, it was all she could do to look back at him.


      “Would it please you were I to follow your suggestion? You would ask me to marry another woman despite knowing the feelings I harbor for you? Are those same feelings completely meaningless to you?”


      She found it rather absurd that he should be using “feelings” as a defense.


      “You never give any consideration to my feelings whatsoever. I have told you time and time again that I do not intend to marry you, and yet you tell all who will listen that I am your fiancée, even going so far as to involve Til. Meanwhile, you were feigning fondness for me all while seeing Miss Connie behind my back, weren’t you?”


      Lydia knew her words would anger him all the more. Nevertheless, her distrust of the philanderer was so intense that she truly felt he had no right to his indignance.


      “You are quite happy to encourage any girl who shows the slightest bit of interest in you, aren’t you? Making her follow your whims,” she went on. “I am sure the time will soon come when you grow fed up with me too. You understand that marrying me would make it all the more difficult to part, don’t you? Perhaps you think there is no disadvantage to tying me down here, whether or not your feelings remain? And you expect me to turn a blind eye when you decide to amuse yourself with other women?”


      Lydia couldn’t stem the flood of words. Edgar let go of her suddenly, as if exhausted.


      “Very well. Then I shall propose to her or do whatever else you wish of me. You may let her know.”


      His icy words struck her with a sharper pain than the forceful grabbing of her arm. It was too much to bear, and she ran from the study.


      “If that is truly what you want!” Edgar called after her.


      His final words rang in her ears even after she returned to her office. Connie was no longer occupying the sofa, and Lydia collapsed onto it, defeated. Edgar had said he would propose to the maid. It would heal her broken heart, and it meant that Til would be born safely into the earldom. All it meant was that Lydia would not be a part of any more serene picnics like the one yesterday. She would not be the woman to discover the more unexpected sides of Edgar’s personality, uncovered by complete happenstance.


      The most ridiculous part of it all was that such a future had always been an impossibility. And yet she was so downcast that she could barely raise her head. It was then that someone caught the ends of her hair and tugged gently. She looked up to see Til peering at her anxiously.
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      “What is the matter, Til? I thought you were playing with Nico.”


      “Mother, has father been horrid to you?”


      “Oh? No, it isn’t that...”


      Til must have heard their dispute.


      We must be careful not to fight in front of the child, she thought, then scoffed quietly. She was thinking as if she were a mother. Til was as irrelevant to her future as Edgar was.


      “If it would make you unhappy, mother, then I do not mind if I am not born to this house. I do not need to be rich. I would rather a father who doesn’t torment my mother.”


      “Listen, Til, he doesn’t torment me. We simply had a disagreement. Edgar has the potential to be a wonderful father. You love him, don’t you?”


      Til nodded readily. “Father played with me a lot last night after you went home. We played at being pirates. I kidnapped a beautiful girl and then the boss gave me a handsome reward.”


      “The boss?”


      “Father.”


      Edgar’s idea of play seemed to set some dubious examples. However, Lydia was hardly in a position to criticize.


      “Edgar has taken a liking to you too. I hope you won’t accept any other man as your father.”


      “Do you love father too then, mother?”


      Edgar might have been outrageous and a philanderer, but there were times that Lydia did think more fondly of him. She was beginning to realize that these feelings might have been the reason she struggled to reject him completely.


      “Will you continue to care for him forever?” Til asked.


      However, perhaps that was all the more reason she couldn’t forgive his flippant treatment of women.


      Lydia crouched down and took both of Til’s hands in her own. “I must be honest with you. I am not your mother. I do not live here, but you came here because you heard that your mother does, correct?”


      The baby stared at her blankly.


      “There is a maid here by the name of Miss Connie. I believe she is the one you came here to meet.”


      “Is she my mother?”


      “She has begun to lose trust in men, but that shouldn’t give you cause for concern. In truth, she is in love with Edgar. He is ready to reestablish their relationship, and now I intend to tell Miss Connie the news.”


      In fact, I must tell her at once, Lydia thought. Nevertheless, she found herself unable to get to her feet quite yet. Oh, but I have yet to finish my work from the morning. I ought to do so first.


      It was like she was finding excuses.


      “You would ask me to marry another woman, despite knowing the feelings I harbor for you?”


      Lydia wondered whether she was truly doing the right thing. Perhaps she was showing disrespect for Edgar’s feelings. It hadn’t sounded like he was exaggerating.


      The more she fretted, the more difficult it became to stand up. She even failed to realize it when Til quietly left the room.


      ***


      Til had been under the assumption that a mother was the first person one saw upon one’s birth. He was still a stork fairy and not yet a human baby, but the first face that had pushed through his hazy vision when he’d woken up was Lydia’s, and he had adored her at first sight. She had peered at him and smiled tenderly, and he’d been certain she was his mother.


      However, Lydia claimed otherwise. Did that mean that his mother was in fact the Connie she’d spoken of? Regardless of the facts, it pained Til to see Lydia so beside herself. As happy as she had seemed yesterday, today she seemed to be suffering awfully.


      Til’s father, Edgar, wanted to marry her. He had said as much yesterday, and the baby had only ever heard him speak her name in highly affectionate tones. He had never heard Edgar speak the name “Connie.”


      However, it seemed that Connie loved Edgar and that he had decided to marry her instead of Lydia after fighting with the latter. But Lydia looked to be suffering over all of this. Til had come here to prevent his future mother from losing her love, something that would risk him never being born. If Connie was his mother, he needed to make sure her heart didn’t break completely. But he didn’t want his actions to upset Lydia either. He didn’t want her to lose the smile that she’d shown him when he first woke up.


      “Don’t be taking any detours on your errand, Connie.”


      The voice made Til stop by the stairs. He looked down from the shadows of the handrail.


      “Yes, Mrs. Lane.”


      A young maid was leaving through the servants’ entrance. It was Connie. She had dark hair and was similar in age to Lydia. But watching her didn’t bring about any deep emotions in Til. He wasn’t sure if human babies had any instinct for sensing a blood relation or not. However, as far as he was concerned as a stork fairy, that first smile was proof that Lydia was his mother, someone he could comfortably depend on. It was a powerful conviction that would not be easily dislodged.


      Til decided to follow Connie. Although yesterday’s weather had been glorious, today London was experiencing a drizzling rain. The pedestrians wore their hats low over their faces and walked rapidly, not sparing a glance for anything but the pavement ahead in their efforts to avoid the nasty wet weather. Til had made himself invisible, and indeed no one saw him.


      When Connie stopped to cross the road, he used the opportunity to approach from behind and sprinkle her with magic fairy dust. Though she wouldn’t have noticed anything, she would no longer be able to find her way back to the earl’s house and would instead wander around in circles. Til would now have to wish for Edgar and Lydia to make up while Connie remained lost.


      He hurried to return to the mansion. His wings felt oddly heavy, perhaps because they were wet from the rain.


      ***


      By the afternoon, Lydia had yet to summon the resolve to speak to Connie. Though she told herself she was struggling to find a pause in her work, the truth was that she had made no progress at all. She sighed as she gazed at the wastepaper basket, filled with papers she had failed to write properly.


      The butler came rushing in then, clearly panicked. “It’s terrible, Miss Carlton! Master Til was found collapsed outside the servant’s entrance!”


      “He was?!”


      Lydia followed Tompkins to the guest room. There lay the small boy on an enormous bed. He was curled up with his eyes closed and appeared to be in pain.


      “What’s the matter, Til? Are you feeling unwell?” Lydia asked, seating herself beside the bed. The baby didn’t respond. “Mr. Tompkins, where is Edgar?”


      “His lordship has gone out. I have just sent a messenger out to inform him.”


      “What should we do? Perhaps a doctor...”


      “Would you like me to call for one?” Tompkins asked, blinking his wide-set eyes uncertainly. He knew that Til was a fairy. A human doctor would not know how to treat fairy illness.


      “Forgive me. I am struggling to compose myself too.” She was even more frustrated by her own indecision, given that she was the estate’s fairy doctor. Nevertheless, she forced her thoughts to march on.


      There had to be a reason Til was feeling under the weather. Eliminating that cause should make him healthy again. It wasn’t long ago that she had told him Connie was his real mother. Supposing he had gone to see her then, perhaps she knew what had happened to him.


      “Mr. Tompkins, might I trouble you to call for the maid, Miss Connie?” Lydia asked.


      The butler nodded and left the room. It wasn’t long until the housekeeper, Harriet, appeared.


      “Connie is out on an errand and hasn’t come back yet.” The housekeeper’s large body heaved with her huff. “I did tell her not to take any detours. I’d wager she’s visiting her previous place of employment or just wandering around—like she always does when I send her out.”


      “Her previous place of employment?” Lydia asked. “I wonder whether she wishes to return there.”


      “She wouldn’t be able to; she was fired. She became too familiar with her employer’s son and he let her go.”


      Lydia stared at Harriet in surprise. “Is that really so?”


      “Well, yes. She’s an honest girl but quick to fall in love, and she’s caused all sorts of problems for her employers over the years. His lordship is acquainted with the son in question and saw him in tears, begging that something be done about Connie. She was making a great fuss, saying she’d rather die than be parted from him. The young man was terrified his father would disown him should Connie’s attitude interfere with the marriage talks that were going on,” Harriet explained. “Awful, isn’t it? It is terribly difficult for a maid to find work anywhere without a reference. For a girl like her without a family, it is life or death, so it is no wonder she said what she did.”


      “So Edgar took her in for the sake of Miss Connie and his acquaintance?”


      “His lordship hired her and intervened to ensure her separation from the young master would have no lasting effects. Say what you like about Lord Ashenbert, but he’s not one to let a vulnerable girl come to harm. I am sure that the young man’s gratitude toward him will last an eternity.”


      Edgar had said that Lydia was mistaken regarding his conversation with Connie. And he had meant it. Meanwhile, she had continued to hold it against him.


      “Oh, sorry! I really shouldn’t have said all of that. I’ll have someone look for Connie, and I’ll let you know when she’s back, Miss Carlton.”


      Lydia barely noticed Harriet’s departure. She was too occupied with cursing herself for jumping to conclusions. Not only was there nothing to reconcile between Edgar and Connie, but insisting upon it had merely caused unpleasantness all round. Lydia could not forget the quarrel she had had with the earl. To add insult to injury, Til was unwell, and she found herself at a complete loss. Feeling at once wretched and restless, she began to pace the room. At length, Til’s eyes cracked open.


      “Connie will not come back today,” he said. “She has found someone else to love and went to see him.”


      Lydia could not make sense of his words. It was just this morning that Connie had admitted to having a broken heart and little appetite as a result. How could she have fallen for someone else already?


      “So please, mother, can you marry father? You love him, don’t you?”


      “Come now, T-Til, I...” Then, it struck her. Lydia held the baby’s hand tightly. “What did you do to Miss Connie?”


      Though his face was still twisted with anguish, Til attempted a smile. “I might not be your son, but I still love you.”


      “You used your fairy magic, didn’t you?”


      If Lydia was right, it meant that Connie would be lost and unable to find her way home. London was full of dangerous neighborhoods, and it was presently drizzling. Something dreadful might happen to her if she didn’t return before nightfall. Something might have already happened to her, preventing Til’s birth. Perhaps that was why he wasn’t feeling well.


      Til closed his eyes again and fell limp. Clumps of feathers were falling from the fragile wings on his back. Lydia could not see him surviving much longer.


      “Lydia, how is Til?” Edgar’s voice came from behind her. He hadn’t removed his hat or cane, a sign of his hurry, and Lydia all but threw herself at him.


      “Oh, Edgar, what should we do? This is all my fault. I told Til that Miss Connie was his mother without sparing a single thought for his feelings!”


      “It’s all right, Lydia. It’s all right,” Edgar said, despite having no knowledge of the situation.


      She didn’t have the wherewithal to be embarrassed by his soft embrace and the comforting way he stroked her hair. Instead, they caused her no end of relief, allowing her words to keep flowing. “And after Til was so kind as to love me...”


      “It isn’t your fault.”


      “But I am certain that it would cause an infant like him immense hurt to be told he has a different mother. And yet, I...”


      “Listen to me, Lydia. Til will not be able to rest properly while you are in such a panic. It matters not what ails him; it is vital that he is able to relax without cause for anxiety.”


      Lydia’s head snapped up in realization. “I know! I must search for Nico. Miss Connie has been led astray by fairy magic. Til will die if she doesn’t return home safely.”


      But Edgar did not release her and instead called for his servant. “Raven will go.”


      “No, it must be me. Anyone else will be led astray by the magic and become lost themselves.”


      “Trust me. You must remain here.” Edgar’s gaze fell upon Til, whose eyes had flickered. Presumably unconsciously, the baby’s tiny hand was holding on to the ends of Lydia’s hair.


      “I’ll go with him.” Nico had appeared at Raven’s feet.


      The fairy cat should be able to guide the spellbound Connie home safely. Still, it was unusual for him to offer his aid when he was normally so lazy.


      “Thank you, Nico. You must be concerned about Til too,” Lydia said.


      “Well...when we were playing together, I leaped up to the roof from the balcony. He tried to keep up but ultimately fell...”


      “Nico! Is that true?!”


      “Come now, he’s a fairy. A fall like that shouldn’t have done him too much harm,” the fairy cat said, although he did seem slightly worried about the baby. “Let’s go, Raven.”


      Lydia watched them go before sitting beside Til again. Edgar took a seat next to her and gently stroked the baby’s downy head. Lydia found herself growing calmer as she watched absentmindedly. It was then that she remembered she owed Edgar an apology. It had slipped her mind because he was behaving as if nothing had happened, despite the nasty things she said. Even now he was looking at her with a reassuring smile.


      “I’m sorry, Edgar. It wasn’t you with whom Miss Connie was involved. The housekeeper told me everything...”


      “Indeed, your accusations hurt me.”


      Though he smiled kindly, she only felt all the more guilty. “I became unreasonably angry and was so awful to you without giving you so much as a chance to speak.”


      “It’s all right. You had every reason to be suspicious of me before now. Just know that it is impossible that my feelings for you should dwindle or run cold. Should you accept my proposal, I promise that I shan’t let you regret it.”


      “I understand.”


      “You think it an empty promise?”


      “Um, I...”


      “You aren’t about to tell me I have lost my chance of redemption now, are you?”


      “No. I’m sorry.”


      “You know, it feels rather tantalizing for you to be apologizing to me.”


      Lydia had to wonder whether his intention to “redeem” himself was genuine. Given she was the one in the wrong, she couldn’t allow herself to become angry and was instead bewildered. She felt her face flush as Edgar continued to gaze at her.


      “Have you realized by now that I am not the variety of gentleman to lay his hands on a maid?”


      “I suppose...”


      “Nevertheless, I would have attempted to seduce you were you a maid. And were you the Queen, I would have risked beheading to sneak into your chamber at night.”


      It was clear from his usual ridiculous assertions that he considered their quarrel to be over. Perhaps that was why Lydia was not put off by his saccharine quips and his passionate gaze at the moment. For once, she even found herself grateful for his presence. He was watching over Til with her, his lightheartedness helping to dispel her restlessness. She was sincerely glad that he was here to kiss the baby tenderly on the head.


      “Tell me, Lydia. In truth, you wouldn’t have liked it if I were to have proposed to Connie, would you?” Edgar asked, as superfluously confident as ever.


      “I’m not sure,” she replied after a moment’s hesitation. It was the truth, and as she found the more obstinate part of herself withdraw into the shadows, the truth was all she could respond with.


      “It isn’t like you to grant me such hope.”


      “Isn’t it?”


      “It is enough for me that you didn’t deny it.” Edgar took her hand and had it hold Til’s. “I am certain he will be right as rain. He is our son, so let us have faith in him.”


      It was Lydia’s genuine hope that the earl was right. With Til around, she could almost believe that Edgar was a dependable father who cherished his family rather than an incorrigible philanderer. As much as she wondered whether this was who he truly was, she simultaneously struggled to believe it. Presently, however, she felt able to trust in Edgar for Til’s sake.


      “Til is working hard too,” Edgar said.


      Lydia felt the baby’s tiny hand squeeze her fingertip, and the earl put his arm around her shoulders. She didn’t feel the need to reject him as she usually did, likely because she could sense no flippancy in the gesture. She was so frightened for Til that she feared she might collapse, but Edgar was there to keep her firmly supported.


      Feeling relaxed, she supposed she ought to speak and said the first thing that came to mind. “You remind me of my mother, Edgar.”


      “Do I?” He seemed intrigued by what ought to have been an incoherent sentiment.


      “Once, when I was a child, I fell from a tree. Father was beside himself with worry, but my mother remained dauntless and adamant that I would be fine. And she was right, yet here I am behaving more like my father.”


      “Then I daresay we would be well matched as a couple. We would support each other just as the parents you so love and respect did.”


      Lydia wasn’t so certain. But she wasn’t able to voice that uncertainty out loud and instead gave herself over to his embrace without complaint. It was that which gave her faith that Til would pull through.


      ***


      “We have returned, my lord.”


      Lydia let her eyes wander over to Raven slowly. She was still leaning against Edgar, who made no move to let go of her. For once, she didn’t feel the need to make a fuss.


      “Thank you, Raven.”


      Sensing his work was complete, the servant bowed once before swiftly leaving the room. He left Connie behind him. She seemed bewildered and at a loss but was able to offer Edgar a timid bow when she laid her eyes on him.


      “I’m so sorry, milord. I don’t know how it happened, but I found myself lost and unable to return.” She seemed afraid, as if she had been taken to her master for a scolding. “From now on, I will work harder than ever. I beg you do not let me go.”


      “I have no intention of that,” Edgar replied. “Rather—”


      “Really?! Oh, thank God!” Connie exclaimed in relief. Her spirits had done a surprising reversal since that morning, which was cause for celebration.


      At last remembering that it was for Til’s sake that they had sought Connie, Lydia got to her feet. “We’ve been waiting for you, Miss Connie.”


      “Miss Carlton. I meant to thank you for earlier. I’m fine now. Actually, I think I might’ve found a new love!”


      “I beg your pardon?” Lydia was shocked. It was only this morning that the maid had been so heartbroken over her lost love, and this all seemed rather quick.


      “I’ve noticed his eyes on me a lot recently, and I was curious, but then...I realized when he brought me milk in your office how kind he is. When he came to fetch me before, he didn’t say a word. But he stared at me the entire time. He may be quiet, but I’m sure he’s the sort to be highly devoted!”


      Could she be talking about Raven?


      Surely the servant had only been keeping an eye on her under Edgar’s instruction. And Lydia had been the one to ask him to fetch Connie some milk.


      “How lovely,” Edgar said, “but as important as love is, please remember that your work is equally important.”


      Connie immediately looked embarrassed about her flurry of excitement. “Yes, milord.”


      Stunned, Lydia could only watch the maid leave in silence. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather correct her misapprehensions about Raven?” she asked Edgar once they were alone.


      “I fail to see the problem. Connie will likely be head over heels for some other gentleman before Raven is even aware of her affection.”


      “Oh! The reason we had Miss Connie return in the first place is because she will be Til’s mother!” Lydia was about to hurry to call the maid back.


      “Lydia, it would seem that Til has awoken,” Edgar said.


      She turned around to see that the baby was sitting up and holding fast to the blanket while staring at her. He didn’t seem unwell in the slightest. He looked the same as he always did, save for the fact that his pale hair appeared to have grown slightly. Or at least, that was what Lydia wished to believe.


      The truth was that he had changed. In place of the meager balding wings he’d had before were two much larger ones, appearing as long as the baby was tall. They were the magnificent wings of a stork, complete with black flight feathers.
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      “I wonder what has happened to me...” Til didn’t seem to comprehend the situation, and he was looking back at his own wings fearfully.


      “You have nothing to worry about, Til,” Lydia said, rushing over to him. She wasn’t certain herself what had happened, but she hated to see him afraid.


      “You must have grown into an adult,” Edgar said, though she suspected he was just saying the first thing that came to mind.


      “He is clearly still an infant,” Lydia whispered.


      “The earl’s right, actually,” came a voice from the window sill. Nico was standing there, and beside him stood a stork: the owner of the voice.


      “Grandpa,” murmured Til.


      “This is your grandfather?” Lydia asked.


      “He’s the elder of the runt’s clan. He was flying all over the place looking for him! I found him when I was out searching for the maid, told him about the lad’s illness, and showed him back here,” Nico explained with his chest puffed out.


      “He is not ill,” the stork clarified. “He has molted and grown his adult plumage.”


      The bird flew down into the room, walked toward them, stretched out a wing, and bowed smartly. “Blue Knight Earl, Fairy Doctor, I apologize for the inconvenience. We stork fairies do not have parents. As chicks, we see the mortal storks with their parents and feel sad that we do not have the same family. It has become customary for us to speak of eventually becoming human children and gaining loving parents. Although it is only a superstition of course.”


      Edgar blinked, confused. “A superstition? Then what is the origin of the belief that human babies are brought by storks?”


      “That is because when we attempt to take on human form, we can only transform into babies,” the elder stork explained patiently. In an instant, he had turned into what appeared to be a newborn baby. “Humans have long borne witness to us frolicking with our fellow stork fairies in this form.”


      “I see.”


      The elder immediately took on his usual form again. Til, however, remained in his baby form and seemed agitated to learn that he would never become a real human.


      “Grandpa, I thought I was going to be born into this family. Was that a lie?”


      “You are a particularly lonely sort, and we wanted to give you some hope. We felt there would be no harm in you seeing what the Blue Knight Earl was up to from time to time. However, it seems one of your fellow fairies decided to tell you your mother was losing her trust in men as a joke. And we never thought you would be so bold as to enter the house,” the stork added in a mutter.


      It would seem that Connie was not Til’s mother either.


      “You are a fledgling no longer, so I trust you understand. It is time for you to become a fine and mature stork fairy,” the elder said firmly.


      Til looked up at Lydia forlornly. He understood indeed, for he had grown a lot in just a handful of days. However, logic was not a powerful enough force to erase sadness.


      Lydia could not help herself from embracing him. “We would be more than happy to take Til in! He could live here until he is ready to move on. You don’t mind, do you, Edgar?”


      “Of course not.”


      “Mother,” Til whispered, clinging to her.


      Don’t go, she thought.


      But he eventually let go of her and stood up straight, looking right at her. “Thank you, father, and thank you, mother. Though the time we spent together was short, I truly felt like your son, and I was incredibly happy.”


      Til seemed to be on the verge of tears, but he smiled nonetheless as he spread out his freshly grown wings. He was not an infant anymore. There was no way to prevent him from leaving the nest.


      “Goodbye. Please do not fight anymore.”


      He flapped his wings, creating an abrupt gust of wind. Lydia was forced to close her eyes for a moment, and when she opened them again, she saw a pair of storks circling in the sky outside the window. They eventually vanished far beyond the clouds, which had now dried up.




      The parting had been so sudden that Lydia struggled to come to terms with it, even as she picked up the feather lying on the bed. She felt so bereft that she was unable to move from her spot by the window. She could sense Edgar standing behind her. He reached out his arm as if to embrace her, taking the hand that held Til’s feather tenderly in his own.


      “There, there.”


      His words bolstered her.


      “We may not have been blessed with his presence for very long, but Til was very much our son.”


      “Yes, you’re right.” Lydia nodded, surprised to find that she and Edgar were of the same mind for once. Til’s presence had allowed her to be less emotionally withdrawn around the earl. And he had come to occupy a large place in her heart. She felt that she wanted to trust him a little more and not be so quick to become belligerent. They had, after all, received a visit from a stork fairy, a symbol of good fortune.


      “I was delighted when you offered to take Til in. It struck me that you might have come to respect me slightly,” Edgar said.


      “Perhaps.”


      “Do you now feel you would like an endearing child of your own?”


      “Perhaps.”


      “I shall be happy to offer my assistance in that regard.” He planted a soft kiss by her ear.


      At last grasping the nuance behind his words, Lydia’s face flushed scarlet. Embarrassment, panic, and anger made her forget the newfound reassurance she had gained in his presence, and she shook his hand off with as much force as she could muster.


      “No, thank you!”

    

  

  
    
      How to Win Over a Gentleman


      The Nightingale coffeehouse was located in Piccadilly and was well-known for attracting everyone who was anyone in London. Despite its reputation as a café, it was also a high-class restaurant serving French cuisine, and tonight brought with it a common scene: Every seat was taken by a finely dressed citizen from the upper class.


      Presently, a young gentleman entered. The soothing melody of a violin flowed through the perfectly warm space, which seemed to exist in a different world than the cold, snowy surroundings outside. The man was an earl, Edgar Ashenbert, and he followed a waiter between tables decorated with luxury flowers. His features were handsome and regal, and his blond hair seemed to shine brighter than the chandelier. The attention he drew from the people present, even from those mid-supper, was significant. His arrival ought not to have caused such a stir among the patrons, who were used to feigning disinterest even when the Prince of Wales visited. And yet, they struggled not to stare. As he went, he nodded at the various acquaintances whose eyes he met, and he greeted his friends with a smile when he reached his reserved seat.


      “Forgive my tardiness,” he said.


      “You will want to hear this, Ashenbert! Firman was approached by a very lovely lady, and yet he says he turned her down!”


      There was no particular objective behind tonight’s gathering. The guests were all gentlemen whom Edgar knew through the club, the meeting itself was casual, and therefore he was brought into the conversation very suddenly.


      “Oh?” Edgar inquired as he sat down in the chair the waiter pulled out for him. “Did you perhaps fail to notice her intentions, as is your habit?”


      His question was addressed to the young, genial man who seemed bewildered to be the center of attention.


      “No, my lord. The lady in question told me about a mysterious painting of a nightingale displayed in this establishment. We simply came to see it together. And now everyone here seems to regard me as some sort of reprobate,” Paul explained, apparently hoping the earl might lend him support. A novice painter, he was a friend of Edgar’s.


      Edgar had heard rumors of the painting. Apparently just looking at it would make the viewer seem to hear a nightingale’s song. However, the majority of couples understood that this rumor had a deeper meaning.


      “I was curious about the mechanism behind such a phenomenon, but when I inspected the wall behind the painting, I found it hanging normally like any other. I heard no such song either.”


      The painter’s cluelessness was akin to a chronic affliction, and Edgar couldn’t help but shake his head. Paul was ill-informed about romance. For as much as the misunderstanding was in keeping with his character, he was missing out on the inspiration that passionate affairs could elicit in a creative mind.


      Edgar beckoned him over with a finger, deciding that he deserved a quiet admonishment. “Firman. To be asked to listen to the nightingale’s song is commonly understood as an invitation to spend the night together. It is a euphemism, you understand.”


      “What?! But what of the claim that the bird in the painting sings?”


      “Do you know why this establishment is called The Nightingale? It is because of the paintings of the bird hanging on nearly every wall. An individual may look at the painting in question and claim to hear its song, thus inviting their partner to spend some time together. After all, you will find rooms above this restaurant that may be let to couples wishing to avoid prying eyes.”


      The other men nodded their agreement.


      Paul froze. His eyes were as wide as ever, and he seemed too confused to respond. Their companions spoke up in his place.


      “A willing invitation, and you saw fit simply to stare at a painting.”


      “The nightingale is famous for its love songs. Poets have always used the unassuming bird to express ideas of romance. It is a suitable metaphor for spending a passionate night together.”


      “I wonder which of these paintings is the one said to sing?”


      “I’m sure you must have seen it, Ashenbert.”


      “I certainly have not,” replied the earl.


      “Oh? But I have seen you climb those stairs at the back countless times.”


      “That is all in the past now, and I have forgotten it. I no longer allow myself to indulge in such debauched relations.”


      “But your lordship was late today because you were stopped by a woman, no?”


      “Perhaps,” Edgar said with a smile, eliciting knowing nods from all present.


      “You would never cut off relations with any woman.”


      “How was the lady you spent time with today?”


      “Perhaps nothing to write home about, seeing as you did not invite her here.”


      Edgar evaded the curious questions with a cheerful smile and instead turned to look at Paul. He was staying quiet, his head drooping more and more by the minute, and seemed all around despondent.


      The Goddess of Love was a contrary sort indeed. Roundabout invitations and rejections mixed with subtle suggestions. None of it was at all straightforward. It was as if she secretly reveled in the confusion that romance evoked in men and women across the land.


      ***


      The girl in question who had held Edgar up was one Lydia Carlton. She sat in the reception room of her home, relieved to have seen the back of him. Despite claiming to have plans that evening, he had suddenly insisted on seeing her home, joining her in the carriage and then presuming he would be welcome in her house for a short while before brazenly inviting himself in.


      As ill fortune would have it, her father was out, and although the housekeeper had kept a watchful eye on her and her male visitor, she had essentially been left to entertain him alone. Worse, Edgar had only become all the more eager in the absence of Professor Carlton.


      “Do you know that your stare is all it takes to utterly delight me?” he’d said when she hadn’t been looking at him.


      “It is so endearing how you flush at a moment’s notice,” he’d said when he was beginning to run late for his engagement.


      “I shall be happy to miss my engagement if you would request I stay for a little longer,” he’d said when she was eager to see him gone.


      “Then I shall go if you allow me a kiss.”


      Only when she’d made a show of being thoroughly fed up with him pushing his luck had he finally stood to leave, complete with a dauntless smile. Naturally, he hadn’t forgotten to kiss her on the hand as he left.


      Edgar’s flirtations and insistence on entering her house were in fact everyday occurrences. But daily or not, his open affection and perception of her as his fiancée never failed to bewilder Lydia. She found it especially distasteful due to his popularity with women and the fact that he openly enjoyed and took advantage of that popularity. She was scared to take his proposal seriously given his philandering ways, and as he seemed to become more earnest, she only found herself rejecting him all the more stubbornly.


      Regardless, Edgar had gone home. Lydia could think of nothing worse than to continue ruminating about him when he was no longer here. She left the reception room and climbed the stairs to go to her bedroom. As she did so, she heard lively laughter coming from within. She opened the door to find a ring of small, green-clothed fairies dancing before her fireplace. They yelled out, cheerfully stamping their feet in rhythm.


      It was a hobgoblin party. At the center of the ring was the fairy cat who had been Lydia’s companion since birth.


      “Nico! What on earth is going on?”


      “Evening, Lydia! How about a drink?” Though he had the form of a gray, long-haired cat, he spoke human tongues and was presently spinning around on his hind legs. While he liked to act the gentleman with his necktie, his drunken staggering was more reminiscent of an uncouth middle-aged man.


      For some inexplicable reason, there was a hefty barrel of Scotch by the window, likely brought in by the fairies. Lydia had to wonder whether there was any less suitable place for such a cask than a young lady’s chamber. The smell of alcohol in the room was so strong she feared she would become drunk from the fumes alone.


      The hobgoblins continued their dance even after Lydia marched into the room. “This is my bedroom. Surely you could have found a better place for your gathering?”


      Although fairies ordinarily disliked being seen by humans, they didn’t appear concerned by Lydia’s presence, since she was a fairy doctor. She possessed an innate ability to communicate with them as her mother had, and she had taken the path of a fairy doctor to follow in her mother’s footsteps.


      Britain had long been home to humans who had earned the fairies’ trust and were privy to their secrets. They shared their wisdom so that people and fae could live together in harmony. However, it was now midway through the nineteenth century, and people had come to lose both their belief in fairies and their understanding of a fairy doctor’s role.


      Fortunately for Lydia, she had been hired by Edgar, the Earl of Ibrazel, a man who knew very little about fairies. As such, her days were filled with work. He was a rare sort: someone who truly understood her where others had always thought her eccentric for her connection to the fae. The only problem was that he would flirt with her as soon as look at her.


      “Oh, yes, Lydia. The nightingale was looking for you,” Nico said.


      “Nightingale?”


      The fairy cat looked toward the barrel of Scotch, but Lydia couldn’t see anything there. She approached it while straining her eyes.


      “Hello,” came a trill. “Are you Lydia? The fairy doctor?”


      It was a clear, beautiful voice, like the ringing of a bell. Lydia brought her face closer to the edge of the cask, where she spotted movement. It seemed to be a piece of transparent glasswork, roughly three inches tall. She could just about make out the figure of a girl and thin, dragonfly-like wings.


      It was so small that even Lydia with her ability to see fairies could only perceive a translucent creature. Such fae that even fairy doctors struggled to see had long been referred to as “nightgales.” Of course, they had no relation to the birds, which were famous for their beautiful singing voices and depictions in poetry. Since they sang at night, it was rare for people to see them. Therefore, many people used to believe that those songs came from formless fairies.


      The fact was, however, that the fairy nightingales had beautiful singing voices. Imbued with magic, their songs had the power to sway people’s hearts and elicit happiness, sadness, and all manner of emotions. Perhaps many of the poets of old had mistaken the formless fairies’ songs for those of the birds.


      As a fairy doctor, Lydia knew just what the tiny creature before her was. However, she hadn’t heard Nico mention a nightingale friend before.


      “You are a rare sort of fairy,” she said. “Where have you come from?”


      “From the forest. This is my first time in the outside world. Nico brought me here.”


      “Did you know that liquor becomes all the more delicious if one drinks it whilst listening to a nightingale’s song?” Nico said, caressing the cask lovingly. His motivation for inviting the tiny fairy was all too clear.


      “Nico said he would introduce you to me in return for my performance at the party,” the nightingale said.


      Nico nodded, his eyes gleefully narrowed. Lydia felt a small spark of apprehension. It almost felt as though her companion had sacrificed her to get what he wanted. Despite his promise of loyalty to her, he was a fickle sort, easily led astray by the promise of food and quick to disappear at the first sign of danger.


      “You have need of a fairy doctor?” Lydia asked.


      “No, I would simply like to be of service to a girl like you. I feel very sorry for you, being so ignorant in the ways of love.”


      “You...feel sorry for me?” Lydia stammered.


      “Yes, I think there is much I can teach you. I can tell just by looking at you how shallow your heart’s experience of love is. But worry not, because it takes no time at all for love to bloom. All it takes is a wonderful impetus!”


      Not liking the way things seemed to be unfolding, Lydia took a step backward. “Forgive me, nightingale, but you should know that I am quite content as I—”


      “Nonsense! I have full faith that I shall be able to bring your love to fruition!” the fairy exclaimed, both excitedly and firmly.


      ***


      It was said that nightingales sang love songs. Similarly, their fairy namesake was now proclaiming to be an expert in romance and shadowing Lydia wherever she went. The fairy doctor found it to be nothing short of a nuisance. Strange happenings were already afoot by the time she arrived at the Ashenbert estate for work the following morning.


      “Good morning, Miss Carlton.” Edgar’s servant greeted her as usual.


      “Good morning, Raven.”


      He did not smile at her reply, but it was not because he was in a foul mood. It was just his way. The dark-skinned boy was rarely emotional. He did everything his master asked of him, but if he were asked to smile, he would likely find it difficult. Although he never showed an interest in anyone other than Edgar, he had a perfect understanding of whom he ought to treat with or without courtesy in accordance with his master’s views. Edgar considered Lydia to be his fiancée, and so Raven treated her with all due consideration.


      Even now, he opened her office door for her although he was only passing by. When she tried to enter, however, she found herself stumbling over an empty space. She fell in Raven’s direction and, to her surprise, he took a step backward. With nothing to grab hold of, she took a great tumble onto the carpet.


      “Are you all right, Miss Carlton?”


      The carpet was soft enough that she was uninjured and suffered no pain, but Raven’s instantaneous decision to avoid catching her and her resulting embarrassment made her grimace as she got up.


      “Yes, quite all right.”


      Indeed, Raven’s thoughtfulness toward her was solely for Edgar’s sake. He held no consideration for her own interests whatsoever. It was his opinion that he should not touch his master’s fiancée thoughtlessly. He must have thought the idea of catching her in his arms utterly outrageous.


      “Please be careful where you step,” he said, and with that, he left her.


      “What a horrible boy! A gentleman should always catch a stumbling lady!”


      Hearing the nightingale’s voice, Lydia turned to look in her direction. “Say, did you just trip me up?”


      “I simply thought he might be a suitable gentleman. But he isn’t, Lydia, and you ought to save your heart for somebody else!”


      “I wasn’t saving it for him in the first place!”


      “Oh, and he is a little too young too. Yes, you need a grown man, someone who will guide you properly.”


      “I would ask you to stop ignoring me.”


      “My, how about him?”


      “What?” Lydia hardly dared turn, but when she did, she saw Paul standing in the open doorway. Unsure whether she should be pleased that it wasn’t the wretched, flirtatious man, she forced herself to smile and managed to greet him. “Good morning, Mr. Firman.”


      A friend of Edgar’s, the artist was staying here to paint a mural for the mansion’s hall.


      “Good morning, Miss Carlton. I wonder if I might have a moment of your time,” Paul said, frowning and sweeping his gaze around the room. Presumably, he was wondering whom Lydia had been speaking to. Seeing no one, he disguised his confusion with an amiable smile and ran a paint-stained hand through his longish hair. “Could you take a look at my painting? His lordship has requested that I ask for your opinion on it, given that it depicts fairies.”


      “Yes, I would be happy to.” Lydia smiled at him and followed him from the room, keeping an eye out for the nightingale she had lost track of. She kept her distance to ensure that he would be too far away to catch her should she fall.


      The mural depicted fairies at a ball. The beautiful creatures were dancing and scattering an illuminated dust, their wings like sheer silk.


      “Why, how beautiful.” Lydia gasped in awe.


      “Thank you. However, I would ask you to point out anything that strikes you as odd. There’s no need to be polite.”


      “I see nothing odd at all.” She took a step forward to get a better look at the painting, not forgetting to keep a suitable distance from Paul. But then she felt something tugging at her hair.


      “Be careful, Miss Carlton—”


      The artist’s warning came too late. As Lydia turned to see what her hair had caught on, her elbow knocked the painting palette on the table beside her. It flipped to the floor, paint splattering everywhere.


      “Oh, dear!”


      Some of the paint had even flown onto the wall. Lydia reached out for it in a panic.


      “No, don’t touch it!” Paul cried in alarm.


      She stopped in her tracks just in time. The mural had yet to fully dry. Had she so much as grazed it, she would have made the situation even worse.


      “I’m so sorry!” Lydia withdrew her hand, at her wits’ end. Paul had worked so diligently on the painting, and she had just ruined it.


      “That’s all right. I can fix it up in no time at all.” Only a small amount of paint had found its way onto the mural. Paul scrutinized it closely before offering Lydia a reassuring smile.


      “Are you quite certain? Still, it was all my fault. If there is anything I can do to assist—”


      “No, you are not at fault at all. I oughtn’t have left my paints out.”


      Paul’s dismissal of her guilt only made it swell up all the more. It lingered, too, because of the involvement of the nightingale, the fairy that was shadowing her. Considering the nightingale’s presence, it was likely that the situation would worsen if Lydia indeed tried to help. With that in mind, she apologized to Paul once again before hurrying from the hall.


      “Another hopeless gentleman! I had thought he looked quite considerate, and yet he completely ignored the dirtying of a lady’s dress!” The nightingale added her remarks once again.


      Does she not realize that his painting is far more important than my dress?


      But Lydia felt far too despondent to respond aloud. When she returned to her office, she began to search for Nico, hoping her companion would be able to help rid her of the nightingale. He tended to arrive at the mansion before she did to relax and take the tea the butler prepared for him. Presently, the gray cat was nowhere to be seen.


      Lydia lifted the tablecloth to ask the usual hobgoblin where Nico might be. Apparently, the fairy cat had left as soon as he’d finished his tea. Her companion had been the one to lead the nightingale here. Therefore, he ought to have realized the situation he had put her in. Thus, she could come to only one conclusion: He had fled.


      She needed to find him and tell him in no uncertain terms that he was to take the troublesome fairy back to where she had come from. And so Lydia rushed from the estate, cloak in hand, in search of Nico. He was unlikely to have gone very far. But she hadn’t even reached the end of the street before she realized that leaving had been a mistake. Seemingly inexplicably, she lost her balance and almost fell before an oncoming carriage. It stopped at once, and out rushed a panicked young man.


      “Are you hurt, miss?”


      “No, not at all!” she exclaimed, fleeing before the strange man could reach out to support her.


      As she continued, careful to stay far from the road, she encountered a vase falling from a window above. It only just missed her.


      “I’m so sorry! Are you all right?” A man was leaning out of a second-floor window.


      Lydia could do nothing but turn on her heel and run before he came down. She would be dead by the afternoon at this rate.


      “Your ideas of romantic encounters are far too dangerous, nightingale!” she cried.


      “The more danger, the better! It makes one’s heart race, you see, and that quickening of the pulse turns into the thrilling emotion of love!”


      “What utter nonsense!”


      Ultimately, Lydia fled back to the estate and confined herself to her office. She called a maid and gave strict instructions that not a single man was to be allowed near the room. Only then could she breathe a sigh of relief. However, it was nothing more than a superficial solution.


      “I cannot understand why you wish to shield yourself from new romantic encounters!” the nightingale said gloomily.


      Lydia all but collapsed into the chair next to her desk. “Would you please give me a moment’s peace?”


      She pulled an ash branch from her drawer and began to wave it about. The ash was a sacred tree that protected against magic, and it could help ward off fairy mischief. However, she knew it was rather meaningless. While it might cast the fairy out, the effect was only temporary in cases where the creature had taken a particular interest in a human.


      “You really do have a short temper. No wonder you are incapable of finding love! Never mind. Just take some time to compose yourself.” The fairy’s voice grew fainter and fainter until Lydia could no longer sense her presence.


      “Oh, what am I to do?!”


      “Not give in to despair, for a start. Nightingales are fickle fairies. She’ll tire of you eventually and leave of her own accord.” Nico had slid in through the window and was now standing atop the floor on his hind legs. He didn’t look the least bit guilty, stroking his whiskers without shame.


      It only irritated Lydia further. “‘Eventually’ being when, precisely? I fear I shall be gravely injured before then!”


      Nico seemed unaffected by her glare, as if it were meant for someone else. He sat on her desk and crossed his legs. “Well, perhaps you ought to choose a man you wish to win over. Follow the nightingale’s instruction in regard to him, and she will surely disappear.”


      “What kind of instruction exactly?”


      “No idea. Likely a dependable way of making a man fall in love with you. That said, these are the ideas of a fairy. It’s quite possible they will miss the mark entirely.”


      Nico’s suggestion seemed likely to bring about more trouble. Besides, she feared that she wouldn’t be able to decide on a man immediately.


      “That sounds like far too much hassle, Nico. Might you just persuade her to go home?”


      “She isn’t the persuadable type.”


      “Then why did you associate with her in the first place?!” she cried just as there came a knock at the door. She coughed to disguise her outburst, though she was sure it had been overheard. She responded to invite the maid in, but it was Edgar who opened the door with a chuckle.


      “Who is associating with whom?”


      The earl wore a well-tailored frock coat and a silk tie, and his cuffs and tie pin sparkled with expensive emeralds. However, his magnificently regal golden hair and ash-mauve eyes were what truly left people awestruck at first glance. He was the lord of the house, yet he was carrying a teapot and cups on a tray like a servant.


      “Oh, um... No one.”


      “Were you bickering with Nico? That would be rather unusual.”


      “Say, Edgar, why have you brought the tea?”


      “It seems that every last maid has caught a cold. I hear they won’t stop sneezing. I have also been told that no male servants are permitted in the vicinity of your office, and so I decided to bring you tea in their stead. It wouldn’t do for you to catch a cold from one of the maids.”


      It had to be the nightingale’s doing. She must have brought the maids to harm. Furthermore, when Lydia had asked for the men to stay away from her office, this particular man had been at the forefront of her mind. Naturally, she understood that the servants would not be able to keep their master away, but never had she expected that said master would think to usurp the servants’ duties.


      Panicking, Lydia jumped to her feet and all but wrested the tray away from Edgar. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to go to such lengths. I shall prepare the tea by myself.”


      “Think nothing of it. Even a nobleman is permitted to bring tea to the woman he loves.” A charming smile on his lips, Edgar had her put the tea set on the table and sit in the nearby chair. Then, he knelt down to peer at her. She barely had time to realize what he was doing when he scooped up a lock of her hair. “What happened here? You appear to have grains of sugar scattered over your caramel hair.”


      Edgar was the only one who ever described the dull, unattractive russet of her hair as “caramel-colored.” The casual addition of “sugar” painted a horribly sweet picture that set her teeth on edge and dyed her cheeks pink. Nevertheless, she looked down at her hair. He was right. There were specks of white scattered throughout her hair.


      “Oh, dear. It’s paint. It must have happened when I went to see Mr. Firman’s mural this morning.”


      It seemed as though her hair had been dirtied as well as her dress sleeve when she knocked over the paint palette.


      “Ah, you mustn’t touch it. Wait a moment.” Edgar left the room and returned almost immediately with a bottle of paint solvent. He applied it to a cloth and started wiping the paint from Lydia’s hair.


      “I can do it myself,” she said.


      “I daresay you would struggle to see sufficiently by yourself. Now hold still.”


      It was embarrassing for her to be stared at and her hair fiddled with at such close quarters. Regardless, she had little choice but to be still as he worked purposely slowly, fully aware of her discomfort.


      “All right. I have finished.”


      When at last Edgar stood up, Lydia was so relieved that she couldn’t help but sigh heavily.


      “I don’t bite, Lydia. I would rather you not feel the need to tense up in my presence.”


      She wasn’t sure she believed him. In truth, she did not trust Edgar. She could imagine that he might well bite her if she let her guard down. The golden-haired wolf smiled at the wary lamb as he took her hand. He kissed her fingertips, nibbling them as he went.
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      He was biting her, mere seconds after claiming he wouldn’t. By the time Lydia, dizzy and exhausted, had mustered up any anger, Edgar was already leaving.


      What an incorrigible, indecent man!


      She was made to keep her words to herself.


      “What a wonderful gentleman he was to clean the paint from your hair!”


      Hearing the nightingale’s words, Lydia’s temper flared at last. She shot to her feet. “Would you give it a rest?!”


      “He is the one, Lydia! I shall bind you two together so that you are inseparable!”


      “He would be content with any woman who would have him.”


      The idea only seemed to excite the glass-like fairy further. She started to swoop in joyful rings around Lydia. “Which is precisely why it is worth the effort to steal his heart! We merely need to ensure that he won’t have eyes for anybody else.”


      “I wouldn’t bother trying to dissuade her,” Nico murmured. “You’ll find it’s quite impossible.”


      Did that mean the only option was to allow the fairy a chance to bring Lydia’s “love” to fruition?


      “Listen, nightingale. If I follow your instructions, will you leave regardless of whether my romance succeeds or not?”


      “It will definitely succeed!”


      “But you will leave, yes?”


      “Well, instructing you is all I can do. So I suppose I would.”


      Lydia thought long and hard before eventually raising her head. “What does your instruction consist of exactly?”


      “You must allow him to kiss the tips of your eyelashes. That will convey your feelings to him and plant the seeds of love within his heart.”


      “Why my eyelashes?”


      “Love resides in their tips. When you harbor secret feelings for someone, you stare at them, yes? You dream of them when you close your eyes and search for them when you wake. That is because love gathers in the eyelashes.”


      “Trust a nightingale to come up with something so poetic,” Nico quipped. He gave a most unsightly yawn, again giving the impression that the entire situation had nothing to do with him.


      Lydia had more important things to worry about than losing her patience with him. “I wonder whether you might alter your instruction to be simpler, nightingale.”


      She couldn’t very well beg for a kiss, but she didn’t want the fairy to shadow her indefinitely either. Lydia put her hands together, pleading with the tiny creature and ignoring Nico’s mutterings that a fairy doctor ought to be navigating the situation with more skill.


      “You seem to be a timid sort. Very well. I make it my business to assist timid girls like you in their love lives, after all. I shall teach you how to set the scene so that he wants to kiss your eyelashes. First, you must invite him into town today.”


      That seemed more manageable than asking for a kiss directly so far.


      “Then, you must beg him for a gift while you admire the displays in the shop windows together!”


      Lydia suspected that such shamelessness was beyond her.


      But the nightingale was firm. “Gentlemen are never happier than when a lady begs them for a present!”


      I’m not sure I believe her.


      That said, fairies tended to hold fast to their own assumptions. As a fairy doctor, Lydia was well aware that there was no chance of correcting the nightingale.


      ***


      As the evening approached and brought her usual departure time with it, Lydia finally gathered her nerve and summoned Raven, asking him to pass a message on to Edgar. She invited the earl to go out under the pretense of needing to select a birthday present for her father. Unfortunately it seemed that Edgar was seeing guests in his reception room. Raven promised that he would endeavor to deliver her message anyway. Lydia tried to convince him not to interrupt the earl, but it seemed he was under instructions from his master to report anything that related to her no matter the circumstances.


      At length, Edgar came to Lydia’s office. “Forgive the wait, Lydia. Come, let us go.”


      “Oh! What about your guests?”


      He took up her hand casually, as though he thought nothing of her surprise. “They are the sort to impose themselves on a whim. I wouldn’t even go so far as to refer to them as ‘guests.’ They are presently engaged in a lively game of cards.”


      “Well, I am sorry all the same. I have given you very little warning.”


      “I would be happy to accompany you on such errands each and every day. You should feel able to ask for my company freely.”


      The errand wasn’t the only thing she required his assistance for. As much as she felt requesting he kiss her eyelashes beyond her, begging him for a gift was no mean feat either. It remained to be seen how she would fare.


      Despite her doubts, they were swiftly off to Oxford Street, a prime location for commerce.


      “This is our first time walking through London together like this, isn’t it?” Edgar asked. While the earl liked to take Lydia on various excursions, she couldn’t recall them going shopping together.


      However, that was the least of her concerns at present. She had yet to decide how she would bring up the subject of a present.


      “We are here to choose a present for Professor Carlton, yes?” the earl asked.


      “I’m sorry? Oh, indeed! It is almost his birthday. Perhaps gloves would make a fine gift?”


      “In that case, I would recommend the shop up ahead.”


      Lydia felt she might have squandered her chances already. She ought to have said she was shopping for herself. How could she beg Edgar for a gift when they were looking for something for her father?


      She swept her gaze over the hustle and bustle around them with a covert sigh. This was a major road through central London. The evening was approaching and the air was cold, but it was still packed to the gills with pedestrians and carriages. The light from the shop windows spilled onto the pavements, and the countless people who had come to shop or sightsee would stop in front of them to peer inside whenever it took their fancy. Vendors ranged from luxury shops with their magnificent displays to the competing stalls offering an array of dubious and disorganized precious metals. Lydia watched as a couple in front of them walked side by side right into a jeweler’s.


      “We could look for wedding rings this very evening if you’d like,” Edgar teased. It seemed he had noticed Lydia keeping her gaze on the couple, who were obviously engaged.


      “Don’t be ridiculous!” she responded in a panic before suddenly realizing that agreeing would have afforded her an avenue to ask for a present. And then she felt quite exasperated at her own lack of shame. Indeed, something must have been awry with her if she considered Edgar’s eternal presence preferable to that of the nightingale.


      “That was in jest. I was just imagining how wonderful it would be should an outing like that come to pass.” He pulled Lydia’s hand in with a smile and had her take his arm. Such an overt act of gentlemanliness might have been embarrassing by any other man, but he made it seem quite natural. “My sole desire at present is that you feel able to ask more of me, just as you did this afternoon.”


      Lydia couldn’t be certain whether he meant those words for her specifically or whether he parroted these lines at every woman. Nevertheless, she allowed her hand to rest on his arm as they continued. Since they were here on her invitation, she suspected it might be rude for her to keep too much distance from him.


      Occasionally, she would see their reflection in the shop windows. It felt awfully peculiar to be walking in this manner with a man who wasn’t her father. Lydia had come from the countryside, and she found crowded places rather unpleasant. Not to mention that she was walking with a relative stranger. She wondered why her expression made her appear so at ease. Perhaps it was Edgar’s skill in escorting women. She had yet to realize that she saw him as a dependable gentleman, hence her bafflement.


      Lydia began to daydream unconsciously. She wondered if outings such as this one would become completely ordinary were she to accept his proposal. How curious that it didn’t seem like such a far-fetched idea.


      “I wonder what that establishment sells,” she said, distracting herself from her outrageous fantasy and turning to a nearby shop. Music was seeping out through its window. They approached it to see a clown puppet playing an organ in a humorous manner.


      “It’s a rather sophisticated music box,” Edgar said, peering in through the glass. The shop had rows of various dolls.


      “A music box? Oh, how sweet. I wonder if those much smaller ones move too.”


      “We can ask to see them if you’d like.”


      “Hm? No, that’s all right.”


      Lydia couldn’t allow herself to get carried away. Once they had found a present for her father, she wanted to pick out some stationery. After that, she could ask Edgar for something like an attractive postcard to serve as a reminder of their outing. She felt as though that was the best she could manage, and she prayed it would suffice to send the nightingale home. Lydia was so caught up in her desperate thoughts that she was barely paying attention to the world around her.


      “We ought to go in, since we are here anyway. Perhaps you might find something to your liking. I would happily buy it for you as a present. It could serve as a reminder of our outing today.”


      “I beg your pardon?!”


      “Is that such an astonishing sentiment?”


      What was astonishing was how the perfect opportunity had come out of the blue. However, Lydia was quick to feel self-conscious again. She couldn’t help but wonder needlessly whether she had been making a covetous expression that Edgar had reacted to.


      “What are you talking about? I could never accept a present when there is no good reason for it.” Panicking, Lydia withdrew into her usual stubborn attitude. By the time she realized she had missed the chance to see her plan to fruition, it was too late. Edgar’s strained smile only made her feel all the more despondent.


      She was a girl utterly without charm. As she was, she had no hope of instilling in him a desire to come anywhere near her eyelashes. Playing the girl in love who wanted desperately for her beloved to spoil her had been an impossible task all along. She set off again, resigned to her own failure.


      Lydia had always been an unusual girl who spent her time in the company of fairies. Even after she had grown older, there hadn’t been a single man who showed a real interest in her. Never had she once thought herself charming in any way. Edgar only treated her as a lady because the rogue was wont to seduce any and all women indiscriminately. She could follow the nightingale’s instruction all she liked, but she would remain incapable of winning over any gentleman’s heart. Although her objective was supposed to be getting rid of the nightingale, she was now lost in a mire of confusion and could only think about how hoping for Edgar to have feelings for her and her alone was an impossible task.


      ***


      “You almost had him! What on earth were you thinking?!” moaned the nightingale now that the outing had ended in failure. Lydia had only just come home, her spirits down in the dumps.


      “I’m afraid that it is all too much for me. Romance and love... It is completely beyond me. That won’t change no matter your efforts. I ask that you kindly give up on me.” She was of the opinion that waiting for the fairy to leave was now the only option, no matter how long it took or how much it might inconvenience her.


      “You are being ridiculous! I’m doomed to disappear if your romance fails!” Suddenly, the floating nightingale began to wail.


      Even Lydia hadn’t expected such a reaction. She had thought that, as a fickle instructor in the ways of love, the nightingale was determined to succeed for the sake of her pride. Lydia hadn’t been aware that her very existence was at stake.


      “What do you mean by that, exactly? That isn’t a condition common to all nightingales, is it?”


      The fairy tugged at Lydia’s russet hair, attempting to wipe her tears away with it. “I made a promise to the master of the forest. He’s the one who turned me into a nightingale. He gave me a wonderful singing voice in exchange for my vow never to leave the forest.”


      “I thought you were a nightingale,” Lydia said, unable to do much but allow the fairy to use her hair as a handkerchief.


      “I was a girl who was very much in love. I was of a weak constitution and died when I was young, but the burning love contained within my eyelashes never went out. I became a nightingale in his forest.”


      If the master of the forest had the power to redirect a soul, he could not have been human.


      “But a nightingale’s duty is to fulfill a girl’s love. No one lives in the forest but its master. And so he allowed me to leave on one condition: I must help love bloom within the first girl I meet. If not, I will disappear and never be able to return.”


      That is completely cruel, Lydia thought.


      She frowned. It sounded as if this master of the forest held the nightingale’s life in his grip and was determined to keep her from leaving his side. Lydia was confident that he had transformed the nightingale into what she was so that he could have her singing voice—one so beautiful so as to enrich his forest—all to himself.


      “I must be returning to the forest soon, Lydia. I didn’t tell the master I was leaving, and I only intended to be gone a short while. I thought it would be a simple matter of finding a lonely girl and promptly bringing her happiness! I never imagined there would be any real risk of me disappearing.”


      If only Lydia had been more decisive. She hadn’t realized that the nightingale’s situation was so dire. That said, she felt no shortage of anger toward the master of the forest. His magic was the largest factor in why the nightingale was in such danger now.


      “Oh, but I am such an inexperienced nightingale. I fear I shall fail to fulfill your love and simply vanish into thin air.” Fresh fat teardrops fell from the fairy’s eyes and moistened Lydia’s hair.


      A fairy doctor did not exist solely to help humans but to help fairies too, and so Lydia felt she ought to do something. She cleared her throat, steeling herself. “Very well, nightingale. I shall try again.”


      It seemed as though the only way to save the nightingale was for Lydia to receive a kiss on her eyelashes.


      The glass-like fairy trembled in the air, as if overwhelmed by joy. “Do you mean it? Oh, I am so pleased!”


      As delighted as the nightingale was, Lydia couldn’t help but feel disheartened as she recalled yesterday’s events.


      “However, I do not expect to be able to ask for a kiss with any confidence. I wonder whether there is some other method by which I might secure one.”


      She sighed. She could endeavour as much as she liked, but outright asking for a kiss seemed beyond her. And struggling to do what was beyond her would only result in her digging her own grave. She had learned as much from yesterday’s failings.


      The nightingale let go of her hair at last and, wings fluttering, came around to float in front of Lydia’s face. “I have an idea, Lydia! Bring the gentleman to the edge of the forest. Magic holds a stronger power there. And when he hears my song, he will want nothing more than to plant a kiss on your eyelashes!”


      A kiss on her eyelashes. Lydia doubted that anyone’s feelings could change from such a brief action. And yet the nightingale claimed that was all it took. Regardless of whether it would encourage any sincerity within Edgar, it ought to be enough to save the fairy.


      The earl was in his study. He raised his head from his book when Lydia rushed in and immediately broke into a smile. “Good morning, Lydia. You seem to be in high spirits today. You appeared to be rather tired yesterday, and I grew worried.”


      “I wanted to thank you for yesterday, actually.”


      “You are quite welcome.” He got to his feet and approached her. “Where shall we go today? You are here to suggest another outing, are you not?”


      “Oh? No, I—” Lydia hurriedly cut herself off. That was exactly why she was there, and it would do her no good to pretend otherwise. She feared that allowing Edgar to set the tone would draw her usual stubborn and dismissive attitude to the surface. She could not allow that to happen, so she forged ahead. “Yes, and I know it falls short as a show of gratitude, but I was wondering whether you might like to listen to the nightingale’s song with me tonight.”


      Edgar frowned dubiously at her request.


      “The nightingale in question is a curious sort, and she sings the most beautiful song,” she continued.


      “Oh yes? Where is she?”


      “The Nightingale Forest in Piccadilly,” Lydia explained, repeating what the nightingale had told her.


      “Do you mean The Nightingale coffeehouse?”


      “Hm? I’m not certain. But I am sure we shall find out when we go.”


      The magical forest, the nightingale’s home. According to the fairy, the entrance was in Picadilly. Lydia’s objective was to invite Edgar there. As long as she didn’t flee from him or say anything to ruin the mood, she should be able to get her kiss.


      However, Edgar’s frown had only deepened, and he looked ever more conflicted. “Do you understand what it means to listen to the nightingale’s song?”


      Lydia could only react with surprise. Had he realized that this was all a ploy to receive a kiss? Surely not. But then, perhaps there was a superstition that linked the nightingale’s song to a kiss on the eyelashes. Lydia was inexperienced in the ways of love, but Edgar seemed much more knowledgeable about superstitions, fortune-telling, and other such things lovestruck girls gravitated toward.


      She felt flustered, and her face turned red. She quickly averted her gaze, until she realized that her actions were those of one who had been caught with ulterior motives, though hers were relatively innocent. She heard Edgar let out a bewildered sigh.


      “Lydia, it is rather unusual for you to invite me anywhere, and this is now the second day in a row. I am delighted, of course. It makes me think you are attempting to grow more comfortable in my presence. However, I must confess that I am now suspicious. Has something happened?”


      If Lydia confessed, the nightingale’s instruction would come to naught, and the fairy would disappear. Panicking, she rejected his assertion. “No, nothing. I simply wish to hear the nightingale’s song with you.”


      Edgar hesitated. “With me?”


      “Well. Yes.”


      “Am I to take it that you are in love with me?”


      “Um, not quite...”


      “You are not the sort of girl to make such a proposition to a man you hold no love for.”


      Although he was right, that was what the situation called for.


      “Surely you do not find it to be a difficult request? You see, I feel I could tolerate spending such a time together. With you, at the very least.”


      Perhaps framing it as a matter of tolerance had been a mistake. Indeed, her clumsy phrasing failed to escape Edgar’s notice.


      “It isn’t something that ought to require tolerance. It is something that both parties should genuinely wish for.” He sounded disappointed rather than irritated.


      There was something else that confused Lydia. It was Edgar’s habit of kissing her, be it on her hand or on her hair, with little regard for her own feelings on the matter. Was attempting to secure a kiss on her eyelashes asking too much? She couldn’t understand it. And yet it was imperative that she make it happen. She was completely possessed by the need to persuade him.


      “I beg you not to refuse me, Edgar. I do not know what else I can do.”


      Lydia looked at him imploringly. She felt his arms around her back moments before he pulled her into a sudden, tight embrace. Their bodies were pressed so closely together that she began to panic.


      “I would never refuse you, Lydia. However, are you certain that you could tolerate it?” he asked, a whisper in her ear.


      She was afraid. But if she pushed him away now, she feared he would refuse to entertain her request any longer. And so she abandoned the idea of resisting him. Edgar rested his cheek against her neck, burying his face in her loose hair. She was at a loss from the intense embarrassment and anxiety but, knowing she had to endure, she squeezed her eyes shut and tensed her body.


      “You are already distressed merely by this, aren’t you?”


      Lydia’s eyes flew open. Edgar was staring at her at close proximity, his own gaze a touch anguished. She realized then the expression she had been making. He would feel no tenderness for a girl who was simply enduring distress, and it followed that he should have no inclination to kiss her.


      “What you are asking isn’t possible. You won’t be able to tolerate it. Tell me, what would you like me to do? Are you testing my feelings for you?”


      She sensed a profound despair in his quiet words. She had made the assumption that her request would be easy for him to fulfill. How could she have been so inconsiderate? Edgar might have been a philanderer, but he tried to ensure his female companion was enjoying herself. He was not one to force distress on her. Furthermore, regardless of the sincerity of his love, it was undeniable that he cared for her. It made it all the more unfair that she should ask for a kiss from him because she was capable of “tolerating” it. The overdue realization made her feel wretched and embarrassed, and she could no longer raise her head to look at him.


      “I’m sorry. I was not feeling myself.”


      It took every ounce of effort she had to escape his study.


      ***


      “Lydia! The nightingale suddenly hunched over, and...”


      Lydia had only just returned to her office when Nico came scrambling in.


      “...and turned into an egg!”


      “What?!”


      Nico extended a front paw toward her. On his pad was a tiny round object resembling a pearl. Perhaps this was the form the nightingale took before she disappeared.


      “Oh, is this because I failed again?” Lydia lamented.


      “You failed? I would have thought that any woman would be able to lure that earl out with ease.”


      The fact that Nico was likely right only dragged her spirits down further. How was it possible that she was so useless?


      “What should I do, Nico?”


      The nightingale might have been an unwanted guest, but Lydia was desperate to save her. She was quick to jump to conclusions, and the fairy doctor doubted that a present or a kiss on the eyelashes was all it would take to spark true love. However, her desire to assist Lydia, whom she saw as a young maiden with romance troubles, was all too genuine. To stay silent and remain passive while a kindhearted fairy vanished into nothingness was beyond unthinkable.


      “I know! The master of the forest! Her life is under his control, so he ought to be able to save it if so inclined,” Lydia said.


      “But you don’t know the first thing about this chap,” Nico said.


      “Just take me to the forest for the time being, Nico.”


      “I refuse. It is no ordinary forest.” He moved swiftly to the window sill. It seemed the fickle cat had a mind to flee.


      “Don’t you go anywhere. If you will not take me, then please tell me where in Picadilly the forest is.”


      “It was inside a building. I was walking across the roof and went in through a window I happened across. I don’t remember anything more specific than that.”


      “Thank you. I shall try calling out for the master.”


      “You shouldn’t go anywhere near it, Lydia. It’s far too dangerous.”


      But she had rushed from the room at such speed that Nico’s warning was left unheard.




      Lydia arrived at Piccadilly’s eastern end and pushed her way through the crowds occupying the circus that connected Regent Street and Shaftesbury Avenue. She looked around, seeming for all the world like a stranger to the city. Raising her gaze was of little help. All she could see was the tall buildings and their signs, and the countless carriages filling the circus to its brim.


      This great street in the center of London’s shopping district was, naturally, completely devoid of anything resembling a forest. However, Nico had said that it was inside a building, so it was unlikely that Lydia was looking for an ordinary forest. The question was which building.


      Suddenly, a sign caught her attention.


      “The Nightingale?” she read.


      She approached the building, unsure whether it was mere coincidence or she was moving closer to her goal. The windows were bordered with fine curtains, and through them Lydia caught glimpses of flower vases, their contents blooming despite it being midwinter. Perhaps they had been cultivated in greenhouses. The carpet at the entrance, the imposing door, the doorkeeper who stood before it—all of it gave the establishment an air of luxury.


      The air before Lydia, smudged with gray from the fog and smog, started to fill with flitting snowflakes. She looked up almost unconsciously. The words The Nightingale Coffee House were engraved on the wall, alongside a year that dated it from the previous century.


      Lydia’s fixation on the space above her earned her a glare from the doorkeeper. The atmosphere of the place suggested it was a watering hole for the upper class. It was no place for a young lady to visit unaccompanied.


      She withdrew from the building and turned to regard it from a distance. She decided to call for the master, despite the attention it would draw from passersby.


      “I implore you, master of the Nightingale Forest. I am a fairy doctor. I wish to speak to you about the nightingale.”


      Though she felt not a hint of wind, the snow began to whip up into a vortex. It distracted her for a moment, and it was only then that she noticed the sounds around her had vanished. The next thing she knew, she was standing alone in a moonlit forest. The stone buildings were replaced by trees whose tops she couldn’t see even when looking up. It was not chimney smoke that concealed the sky, but branches thickly laden with leaves.


      “Has something happened to the nightingale?”


      Lydia whirled around to see a boy standing before her. His attire was adorned with the gaudy lace trim that one only saw in plays nowadays.


      “Are you the master of the forest?”


      He looked younger than her, perhaps fourteen or fifteen years old. However, she realized as he approached that she was quite a bit smaller than him.


      “What is your business here, young lady? Your love is still rather immature.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “This is the Nightingale Forest. It has held that name since its creation, and thus those who enter here reflect their love’s age.”


      The boy had blue eyes and rosy red cheeks as if he had stepped straight out of a painting. He was beautiful and seemingly innocent. Lydia knew little of what he was, only that he was not a spirit or a fairy and that he inhabited this mysterious realm. She was surprised to see that she herself had taken on the form of an even younger child, but that was neither here nor there. There were more important matters at hand.


      “The nightingale is on the verge of death. I beg you help her. It is within your capacity to do so, isn’t it? It is awful that she should disappear simply because her instruction found no success. I ask that you do not restrict her with such magic any longer.”


      “Very well,” the boy replied at once.


      Nonetheless, Lydia readied herself for confrontation. She perceived anger within the faint smile that appeared on his lips.


      “If she wishes to be away from the forest, then I suppose I cannot stop her. However, I require a nightingale in my forest. Will you take her place?”


      Lydia did not like the direction of conversation. “I cannot do that. You need only look at me to see I know nothing of love. I cannot be a nightingale.”


      She rummaged through her cloak for the ash branch she had stashed away. The ward was effective against fairies, and it might well be effective against this creature too.


      “Is that so? Yes, your heart is infantile indeed. But I wonder how true it is that you know nothing of love?”


      At once, the moonlit forest was caught up in a flurry of snow, blinding Lydia to everything before her.


      ***


      “Lord Ashenbert. I have reserved all the rooms at The Nightingale.”


      Though Edgar nodded in response to Raven’s report, he was still made to wonder whether that would be enough. Lydia had left the estate earlier and hadn’t been seen since. She had not returned to her own home either. All Edgar knew was that she had been seen going toward Picadilly. Another blow to the cause: Nico was nowhere to be seen either.


      Edgar would reserve every room in London that catered to lovers if he could. Though it seemed improbable, Lydia might well have been desperate enough to invite another man in the earl’s stead. Something was evidently pushing her toward such desperation, or she wouldn’t have approached Edgar as she had. Whatever it was, it was likely inextricably complex.


      “She spoke of tolerance.”


      Perhaps he ought to have done as she asked despite her lack of genuine enthusiasm. She had, after all, chosen him. However, she was the girl he would like to marry. In truth, he felt dejected at the notion that he would not find it a “difficult request” when his feelings toward her were quite sincere.


      “Do you intend to visit The Nightingale again regularly as you once did, my lord?” Raven asked.


      “I have reserved those rooms for Lydia tonight, Raven.”


      “I suppose that is the cause behind her desertion.”


      The servant seemed to suspect that Lydia had fled because Edgar had tried to force himself on her again. He sighed and rested his chin in his hand. Had he known this would happen, he would have probed her further about her motivations. He might have been able to accompany her to The Nightingale if nothing else. However, he wasn’t confident in his ability to control himself had she been so forward as she was earlier. His desires were twisted enough that he would find her “tolerance,” as she put it—her trembling form with eyes squeezed shut—more than sufficiently enticing. It was for that very reason that he could not allow himself to take advantage of the situation she found herself in at present. In any case, he refused to allow anything to happen to her. He could not remain passive.


      Edgar rose from his chair and approached his servant. “Raven, you will accompany me to The Nightingale.”


      “Very good, my lord.”


      “But before that, there are preparations to be made. Have Harriet assist you in putting on a dress.”


      Raven did not wear his emotions openly, but there could be no mistake that he had stiffened. Edgar’s intention was to pay his servant back for his earlier unconscious insinuation.


      He chuckled gleefully. “You will ensure your disguise is so perfect that no one will suspect for one moment that you are a man. My reputation depends on this, you understand.”


      “My lord...why?”


      It was rare for Raven to question his master’s commands, and it revealed his deep dissatisfaction with it. However, Edgar stood firm. With his youthful and elegant features, Raven was bound to make a convincing woman.


      “Listen well, Raven. It would seem strange for me to make reservations at The Nightingale only to attend alone, wouldn’t it? And yet, bringing a woman with me would only invite misunderstandings. Do you see?”




      Edgar had multiple concerns about The Nightingale. Lydia was a fairy doctor. Anything that had her this frantic was sure to be fae-related. She had shown on countless occasions that she was good-natured to the point that it landed her in trouble, and there was always fairy business behind such mishaps. Suspecting the same held true in this case, Edgar cast his mind over the coffeehouse’s mysterious paintings once more.


      It was said that the nightingale in one of those paintings sang at night. Edgar had originally thought it stemmed from the euphemism indicating the seduction of the opposite sex. However, should such a phenomenon truly occur, it might explain why Lydia had invited him to listen to the nightingale’s song.


      The painting in question was called The Nightingale Forest, and it depicted a boy sleeping in a deep, moonlit wood. The subject wore a baroque-style outfit adorned with abundant gold braids and beads, and his cheeks, dyed white in the moonlight, exuded an almost feminine charm. He appeared too mystical to be human.


      Aside from the boy and the moonlight, the painting portrayed a dense growth of plants and trees so thick as to be cloying. Strangely enough, there was not one nightingale in sight. The birds themselves were small and often went unseen. Only their song filled the forest. Perhaps that was why it was absent, and the painting was only meant to show a boy drifting off to its melody.


      There was a further story surrounding the painting, unrelated to Edgar’s interpretation of it. Long ago, it had hung in the room of a wealthy girl whose ailment left her permanently bedridden. Knowing nothing of the outside world, she fell in love with the boy in the painting and earnestly wished to visit the forest. When at last she passed away, her soul transformed into a nightingale. She spent the rest of her days deep within that forest singing a love song for the boy.


      However, perhaps that was simply a tale to inspire romance. Edgar did not know whether it was related to Lydia’s plight. For now, he took a seat on the silken sofa in the room with the painting and waited to see if he would hear the nightingale’s song.
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      Would this suffice as a response to Lydia’s request to hear it together tonight? In truth, that was what he had come here for. It was unlikely that her plea reflected the euphemistic meaning that was common in society. He therefore would need to go to the Nightingale Forest, and he held fast to his belief that it would allow him to meet her and help her fulfill her objective.


      Edgar listened closely and waited. It was so silent that he expected to hear the bustle of Piccadilly and of the coffeehouse on the floor below. Naturally, he and Raven—who was standing by in the room next door—were the only people present on this level of the building.


      Edgar leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. It was then that he seemed to experience the stirring of a gentle wind in his hair. There should have been no wind, for he was in a closed room. Presently, he heard the rustling of leaves. He opened his eyes with a start to find himself in a sprawling moonlight forest. It was the same one from the painting that had been right before his eyes mere moments ago. The shapes of the most prominent trees were identical. Only the boy was missing. When he stood up, the sofa—the last object tethering him to The Nightingale—vanished. He remained still and in a daze until a familiar voice called out to him.


      “Edgar? What are you doing here?” It was undoubtedly Lydia, her golden-green eyes peering at him in surprise from the shadows of a tree.


      He approached her uncertain form slowly. “I came to listen to the nightingale’s song. You asked me if I would listen to it with you, remember?”


      “But, Edgar—”


      “Did I not say that you should feel free to ask for my company? I would never refuse you.”


      He was still the man she had in mind to help with her request. Edgar believed that their meeting here was proof of that. It was for that reason that he was able to smile from the depths of his heart. He knelt down so he could see her better.




      “You don’t seem surprised,” Lydia said.


      “But I am. I have been transported to the middle of a forest.”


      “That isn’t what I meant.”


      “Are you referring to your exceedingly youthful appearance?”


      Lydia had fled from the master of the forest and had been wandering the forest alone. She had come upon a pond where she had at last been able to examine her appearance. It had disheartened her to see she looked no older than ten.


      “Apparently, the age of one’s love is reflected in how one appears here. This is rather ridiculous, don’t you think?” she asked.


      “You have been endearing ever since you were a child.”


      “And you look just as you do in the real world.”


      “Do I? Well, as long as I don’t appear decrepit.”


      Lydia couldn’t stifle her laughter. Edgar’s sense of humor brought her some much needed relief. His behavior and attitude remained consistent, regardless of the circumstances. Along with his lighthearted quips, it all served to calm her somewhat.


      “Let us return home, Lydia.”


      It was a heartfelt plea, and the tenderness of his tone pushed Lydia close to tears. She nodded. She wanted nothing more than to go home. The problem was that she didn’t know how. Should the master of the forest find them, he might make her his nightingale.


      There was no reason Edgar should know the way home either. Nevertheless, he held her hand and started to walk straight ahead as if guiding a lost child. She had tried to manipulate him, and yet he was showing her as much kindness as he always did.


      “Edgar, I... I wasn’t distressed. I want you to know that. When...”


      “When I embraced you?”


      “Rather, I... Well, I’m not sure how to put it...” Lydia stopped in her tracks.


      “It’s all right. I understand. You are not ready yet.” He gazed down at her and murmured an apology. “You shouldn’t feel rushed, although I have a habit of growing a touch impatient at times. But if it is your intention to grow into yourself and become comfortable with me, then I am willing to wait as long as it takes.”


      The pair faced each other. Why, Lydia wondered, did she feel no doubt toward him at all in that moment? She didn’t even doubt that she wanted to grow comfortable in his presence. Among it all, she failed to notice that she had grown slightly taller and closer to her form in the real world. Rather, she felt as though the distance between her and Edgar was lessening as he gazed upon her.


      “What do you need me to do?” he asked.


      “I’m sorry?”


      “We find ourselves here because whatever you hoped to achieve failed to happen, no?”


      What Lydia needed was a kiss on her eyelashes. That was what it would take to restore the nightingale to life and for her to return to the forest. It would also likely allow Edgar and Lydia to leave. However, the very thought of such a kiss made Lydia’s cheeks burn.


      “Is it something so embarrassing?” Edgar asked. “I suppose I cannot force you to tell me. I shall simply have to try a number of things that I suspect embarrass you.”


      “No! I shall tell you! Just—”


      The wind rustling through the trees cut her off. The boy reappeared with the whirlwind and, seeing the older Lydia and Edgar next to her, smirked.


      “So you are capable of love. That means you are capable of becoming a nightingale.”


      Edgar pulled her in and glared at the boy. However, Lydia knew by the overwhelming magic coming from the stranger that escape would be impossible.


      “Stop this!” came the nightingale’s cry. “Do not drive me out, master of the forest!” The tiny fairy appeared floating before Lydia’s eyes. She seemed quite healthy and far from death’s grip. “Please don’t take another girl as your nightingale! I wish to stay here!”


      “Nightingale!” Lydia exclaimed. “I thought you were unwell.”


      “I’m sorry, Lydia. I was tired and became an egg when I slept. But I did think I would vanish. After all, the master claimed he would cast such magic. That was why I was so surprised when I woke up, and again when Nico escorted me to the forest and I was actually able to enter it. I didn’t think I could do so freely.”


      “Does that mean the master had not cast any such magic after all?”


      The boy lowered his gaze sullenly like a child caught playing a practical joke. “I thought the nightingale would stay if she believed I had put a spell on her. Or that, if she did leave, she would quickly return after fulfilling the love of a single maiden. Since I have fallen in love, my magic has no effect on her.”


      “In love? With the nightingale?” Lydia asked.


      The boy looked up at the floating fairy. “That’s right. But I knew my feelings would be unreciprocated, whether I expressed them or not. That you wouldn’t tell me how I might become your beloved.”


      The nightingale lowered her gaze, a troubled expression on her face. “Yes, because...”


      “Wait a moment, nightingale,” Lydia said. “You just said you wished to stay here. Might you be in love with the master too?”


      “You see, I...”


      If their feelings were mutual, then perhaps the fairy doctor had been wrong to see the nightingale as the master’s victim. Rather, the fairy had been eager to return home after Nico invited her out from the forest.


      “I would appreciate it if you were honest, and simply said that you do not wish to discuss your feelings with me,” the boy said.


      Lydia, however, recognized that the nightingale was instead embarrassed to admit to her affections. She couldn’t express her wish for a kiss on her eyelashes. It was the only way she knew for a pair to affirm their feelings for one another. But it was beyond her to ask the master of the forest for such a thing.


      Lydia gazed at the nightingale, whose face was bright red and whose wings were trembling. To think the fairy fancied herself an instructor in the ways of love when she lacked courage in the face of her own feelings! Lydia was equally cowardly. But perhaps she could lend assistance to someone else’s romantic ventures, even if her own would never come to fruition.


      She answered in the fairy’s stead. “That isn’t so, master of the forest. The nightingale does love you. You should kiss her on her eyelashes.”


      The nightingale let out a cry, panicking and flitting this way and that around her. “Lydia! How could you say such a thing?!”


      “Is it the exact same thing you have been telling me to ask for several times.”


      “I know that, but—”


      “Is that how I can become your beloved, nightingale?” the master asked, gently extending his hand toward the darting fairy. “Would you return to the forest?”


      Despite the flighty movements of her wings, the nightingale eventually steeled herself, approached the boy, and sat atop his palm.


      “I don’t quite follow, but it seems all’s well that ends well. Let us take our leave, Lydia,” Edgar said, seemingly eager to move on. He turned to the master of the forest. “Would you mind telling us the way home?”


      The boy nodded and pointed. The earl drew Lydia in close and set off in the direction indicated.


      “Thank you, Lydia!” called the nightingale from behind them, her voice as melodious as a bell. “I didn’t realize that you two have no need for a magical kiss. For you are already...”




      For a short while, Lydia stood with Edgar before the wall painting. It depicted a boy within a familiar forest. The nightingale’s songlike voice lingered in her ears.


      “A kiss on the eyelashes. Was that the solution?” Edgar chuckled and reached out for her cheek. “You seemed so embarrassed that I thought it must be something much more than that.”


      “Really? Such as?”


      “I cannot tell you, for it is frightfully embarrassing.”


      Her red face seemed to make him all the more amused.


      “For you are already courting one another.”


      Lydia could have sworn that those had been the nightingale’s parting words. Although they weren’t exactly true, she could presently feel Edgar’s gentle breath on her eyelashes. She was sure that she must have been making an expression that suggested she was “tolerating” it. Though there was no longer any need to endure the kiss, she closed her eyes anyway.


      ***


      Lord Ashenbert seen with an armful of flowers at The Nightingale Coffee House, the tabloids proclaimed the following day. It had been some time since Edgar had been involved in any sort of scandal, but it seemed that the sight of him leaving the coffee house with a pair of women proved an appetizing topic for gossip journalists.


      Although it was apparently commonplace for covert inns to be situated above restaurants all across London, this was the first Lydia was hearing of it. While she didn’t understand why Raven had come dressed as a woman, she discovered the reason she had been asked to switch bonnets with him upon leaving the inn the next day. The veil attached to the accessory allowed her to conceal her face and hair, leaving Edgar as the only named participant on the front page.


      Nico sat in the Carltons’ drawing room, peering at the spread tabloid. Knowing the precise circumstances behind the story, Lydia felt as though she might faint.


      “I suppose the lesson is that the nightingale was something of a troublemaker,” he said, as though he hadn’t been the one to lead her from the forest.


      Lydia glared at him.


      “The nightingale? Would you mind elaborating, Nico?” Lydia’s father said as he entered the room.


      Lydia snatched the newspaper away from her companion, but her father had already caught sight of the front page.


      He shook his head. “I see his lordship is up to his usual tricks.”


      “The professor has already read the article,” Nico whispered.


      Well, why on earth would you put it somewhere he would spot it?


      Her father would never purchase such a crude publication, so Nico must have been the one who introduced it to the household.


      “Father, I am sure that the article is a pack of lies,” Lydia said, rather instinctively.


      Her father seemed surprised at her desire to defend the earl.


      “Well, I won’t argue that Edgar is incapable of such things,” she continued, “but recently, he has behaved with a certain sincerity...”


      “Honestly, if your objective was to drive the fairy out, you could have followed her instruction in regard to any other gentleman. But you decided it had to be the earl, drove yourself mad in your attempts to persuade him, and ended up behaving even more stubbornly than the nightingale herself,” Nico muttered, exasperated.


      Lydia did not hear him.

    

  

  
    
      Professor and Fairy: The Island at the World’s End


      Her Father’s Secret


      The lace was as perfect a white as if it had been woven from snowbell petals. The hem of the spread-out lace was decorated with a pattern of those delicate flowers, which symbolized pureness of heart. The veil was a result of immense time and effort, made of cut cloth fashioned carefully stitch by stitch. Neither the hue of its warm white nor its texture gave the impression that it had existed for so many years.


      Lydia ran her fingers over it with a sigh. It was such a delicate piece that it rippled like waves at the slightest touch. Were she to wear it, she had no doubt that it would fall softly over her hair and afford elegance and grace to even the smallest of her movements.


      “It’s so wonderful, father. Is this really mother’s wedding veil?” Lydia asked.


      “Indeed, and she received it from her own mother—your grandmother—who made it herself,” replied Frederick Carlton, Lydia’s father. His eyes softened in reminiscence as he looked upon the snow-white lace.


      “But the two of you eloped, didn’t you? Did grandmother celebrate your union despite that?”


      The short veil seemed versatile enough to suit any dress. Despite its length, she could imagine that it had taken a long, long time to create. Perhaps her grandmother had worked on it, little by little, ever since her daughter was young.


      Lydia had never imagined her grandmother that way. Her mother had died while she was still little, so she hadn’t had the chance to ask about her family or birthplace. As such, she knew precious little about that side of the family. She doubted she would have been afforded any interesting answers even if she could ask. Both her father and mother considered themselves estranged from the latter’s relatives. At least, that had been Lydia’s impression since she was very young. At the same time, she knew there were no hard feelings and that her parents—and her father still—had cherished those relatives like old friends who were no longer with them.


      Perhaps that was why, now that Lydia herself was to be wed, her father had remembered the veil and had it sent from their home in Scotland to London.


      “We did, yes,” her father replied hesitantly. “Your grandmother was the only one who truly wished for your mother’s happiness.”


      Wearing the veil at her wedding would grant Lydia the blessings of her mother and the grandmother she had never met. Although her marriage still felt like a far-off dream, the idea lifted her spirits a little. Only recently engaged, she took the veil in her hands and thought of her late mother. She lived with her father in London, where he had moved for his profession, and they were as far away as could be from her mother’s homeplace in the north. When she pressed the material to her cheek, she could swear that she smelled the cold, salty winds of that place.


      “How did you propose to mother?”


      She had asked that very question of her father several times. Now that she was to be married, she asked with the hope that he might be more forthcoming with a response. However, he looked as troubled by the query as always, fiddling with and taking off his glasses in a panic.


      “Well, it was a long time ago...”


      Just then, the housekeeper passed by the room. Lydia’s father called out to her, as if seeking an escape. “Ah, Mrs. Cooper. How are the preparations for dinner?”


      “Everything should be ready in time, sir. The hotel restaurant has just delivered the food, and all the preparations in the dining room are finished.”


      That evening, the Carlton family would be hosting Lydia’s fiancé for supper. As grand as it sounded, only she, her father, and her fiancé would be present. The gentleman in question had visited the Carlton house frequently before they were engaged, and Lydia and her father had often dined at his estate. However, this was the first formal supper they would share at this house since the engagement was made official. It would not do for it to be a meal like any other, for Lydia was engaged to a nobleman. He wasn’t the sort to complain about supper at a commoner’s house, though the Carltons were used to socializing with the upper class. As such, they were wont to adhere to the expected formalities and etiquette. They had invited a guest to dinner, and they would show him all due hospitality.


      “I do hope his lordship will like the food from the Handels Hotel,” Lydia’s father said, casting her an anxious look.


      “He is used to extravagant French cuisine, so I think it would make a nice change for him.”


      The hotel’s restaurant had an established reputation among upper-middle-class families like the Carltons, who were not aristocracy but had relative wealth and status. The family had their own cook, of course, but her dishes weren’t suited to formal dinners or parties. In short, although there was only one guest visiting for supper, there was a sense of franticness in the house.


      “I wonder. Oh, but I don’t suppose his lordship will have much interest in the food one way or another,” her father said glumly as he looked at her.


      She didn’t suppose he was looking forward to the food either, seeing as he was welcoming the man who would wed his sole daughter.


      “Might I suggest you finish your own preparations, Miss Carlton?” said the housekeeper. “You should look more spectacular than even the main dish.”


      I’m not the one being served, Lydia thought. But her father gave an encouraging nod, so she got to her feet.


      “Don’t draw too much attention away from the food, or you might get eaten yourself. The earl is something of a wolf.” Nico had appeared beside Lydia without her noticing, and he was now following her on two legs.


      The fairy cat, whose gray bushy tail was swaying elegantly, had been with her since her birth and was her closest friend. He had come with her mother from the faraway north. Although he fancied himself a gentleman and constantly wore a necktie, he was rather pretentious and made a great fuss about food and liquor.


      “Say, Nico, you don’t know how father proposed to mother either, do you?” Lydia asked as they made their way up the stairs and toward her bedroom, side by side.


      “Now that you mention it, I’ve never heard the story.”


      It seemed as though she would remain in the dark.


      “I wonder why he is so intent on keeping it a secret. It happened more than twenty years ago. Surely he cannot still be embarrassed by it?”


      “I have the sense that it isn’t embarrassment that keeps him quiet. Even Aurora, chatterbox that she was, never let slip.”


      Apparently, the couple had decided to keep the story to themselves.


      “Why are you so interested anyway, Lydia?” Nico asked.


      “Well, one has to wonder exactly what father said to convince mother to leave her parents and home for the rest of her life.”


      Although Lydia had decided to marry at last, the closer her wedding to a nobleman drew, the more things there were to bewilder her. Moreover, her fiancé was an infamous philanderer among the upper class. He said he needed her, and she believed him, but that didn’t mean she was without reservations. That was why she wanted to know what words from her father her mother had believed in and leaned upon when she’d decided to marry him. Unfortunately, it seemed she was fated never to find out, as her father appeared determined to take the secret to his grave.


      1: Their First Meeting 

      It had long been the opinion of Frederick Carlton that fairies existed only within folklore. Man, however, dreamed of all things curious, beautiful, and terrifying. It was impossible not to fantasize about the existence of something otherworldly. Frederick, therefore, had an interest in the various mysterious tales that were passed down through generations, and he was not the sort to pooh-pooh claims that someone had seen fairies for themselves. However, never had he once dreamed that he would step into such enigmatic realms.


      Despite that, it was unclear whether what he had experienced was the work of fairies. His only memories of the event were hazy, and he could well believe that it had all been an illusion.


      As he recalled, he had lost his way. It had been—perhaps—very late in the afternoon as he wandered the dusky field...


      Eventually, he came upon ruins of giant stone. It was a gathering of soaring standing stones made from smoky quartz. They were of the highest quality—brown-tinted and starkly translucent, like whiskey poured into a glass. The giant crystals stood lined up before him.


      Frederick gazed on. They seemed to radiate light from their very cores. The illumination shimmered subtly over their surfaces, transforming into a full spectrum of color. They were reflecting the sky.


      He looked up, and it struck him that this was fairy magic. Why such a thought occurred to him, he had no idea. More powerful than the thought were the vivid colors that etched themselves into his mind. The very memory of them rattled his composure. It was as if he had left behind something vitally important in that place.


      The more he worked to remember the sight, the more he felt as if it had merely been a dream. Indeed, that was likely all it had been, for when he came back to his senses, he found himself sitting on the roadside on the outskirts of the village. Next, he recalled walking and walking without the village ever coming into view. He thought to take a break then and sat down upon the grass. Although his intention was only to rest his feet, he must have dozed off. What felt like a little under an hour to him turned out to have been a whole six hours when he finally returned to the village inn. The landlord informed him he had been bewitched by fairies.


      The people of the village seemed to believe in fairies as though it were perfectly natural. Apparently, it was quite common for them to become lost even on familiar journeys. Frederick had encountered a fairy. There was something comforting about that explanation. It was a romantic notion, more so than if he had dreamed the whole thing. However, there was one remaining mystery that he struggled to comprehend. It seemed he had picked up a small fragment of quartz, which he found in his jacket pocket some time later. Perhaps it hadn’t entirely been an illusion.


      He had still been a student at the time, chosen to accompany his professor to a remote island to assist in surveying and researching its geological features. He had gone missing during an errand, wandering around for hours. On his return, the older students accused him of gamboling about somewhere and saw his mystical tale as nothing more than a poor excuse. The trip was a short one and there was endless work to do. Not one student could be afforded any spare time.


      Frederick’s friend said that should such smoky-quartz standing stones exist, they would be so conspicuous that a robber would have carried them off by now. Frederick thought it a reasonable view and eventually left the island without confirming if the stones truly existed. Though the tug of the mystery remained in his heart, he was soon swamped by the usual business of university, and the matter of the standing stones was relegated to the corner of his mind.




      Five years later, Frederick graduated from Cambridge and became a mineralogist. He remained at one of the university’s colleges even at the age of twenty-eight, teaching there as a fellow. It was when he was discussing British-sourced smoky quartz with a colleague that he remembered his strange experience. There was an area in the Scottish Highlands that produced the stuff; however, his colleague claimed to have seen a large smoky-quartz crystal mined in the insular part of the region rather than the better-known spot. It had been kept safely at the estate of one island’s clan chief for generations and was, according to legend, a gift from the fairies. The chief had supposedly insisted that such quartz existed across the islands. Perhaps there were smoky-quartz deposits on the Highland islands that had so far escaped society’s notice. If so, then maybe the standing stones Frederick had seen were real.


      The reemergence of these memories elicited a powerful curiosity within him, both as a scholar and an individual. He decided he would travel to the island again. It was not a decision he needed time to ponder over. After all, the university would soon be approaching its summer holidays.




      To say the island was far away was an understatement. The distance made it difficult for the British people to form much of an opinion about it. It was home to a harsh environment where nothing grew, likely because the wind from the Atlantic Ocean lashed its surface relentlessly.


      Even Frederick, a Scotsman himself, found it difficult to believe it belonged to his homeland. Of course, to Lowlanders such as himself, the Highlands were like a foreign country with their unfamiliar culture and tongue. Then there were the region’s remote islands, the Hebrides, and the even more distant islands among them that made up the Outer Hebrides. One might imagine that it was impossible for them to be inhabited.


      Nevertheless, Frederick made his return to one such island of the Outer Hebrides. Its largest settlement was a port town that was flourishing from fishing. But traveling inland, one was quick to feel cut off from civilization entirely. Frederick’s carriage rocked from side to side as it passed an endless wilderness devoid of people, livestock, proper roads, and even trees. Suddenly, a row of standing stones appeared on the barren horizon, seeming to beckon him into another world, and he was filled with a deeply curious sensation.


      Unassuming rows of large standing stones could be found all over Britain, including in Frederick’s hometown. As a child, he had been told that they were fairy dwellings, but he’d learned upon growing up that they were in fact ancient ruins. Either way, they were as mysterious as could be. No one knew exactly what they were.


      Frederick pondered these things on the hours-long journey, after which he arrived at a small village. It didn’t appear to have changed in these past five years. In all likelihood, it hadn’t changed in hundreds of years.


      The inn, with its white plaster walls and the landlord smoking his pipe in the pub on the first floor, were just the same as on Frederick’s previous visit. It was difficult to judge whether the elderly man, with his deep wrinkles and ruddy face, had even aged.


      “Might you have any rooms free?” Frederick asked.


      The landlord glanced at him, a traveler with only a single light bag, and gave a rapid reply in Gaelic. Frederick recalled then that only the landlord’s eldest son could speak fluent English, and the academic himself did not know Gaelic.


      What to do? he thought.


      “He says he’ll prepare your room now and to wait for a moment.”


      A woman was sitting farther inside the pub, smiling at Frederick. She spoke clear English without the accent one would expect from a Highlander. She wore a tartan scarf over her hair and a plain gray dress. Perhaps because of her unaffected attire, he had initially assumed she was a mature lady, but the face she regarded him with was young, likely around twenty or so.


      Even Frederick, who normally lacked an opinion on the appearances of others, could tell she was rather beautiful. Her smile was without a hint of concern. The landlord placed a beer in front of Frederick and went upstairs, at which point the woman approached and sat beside him.


      “Have you come from England?” she asked, peering at him with an intense curiosity. Perhaps a gentleman as dreary as himself was strangely rare in these parts.


      Frederick hadn’t been for a haircut in some time. His locks were unkempt, his misshapen, round-framed spectacles were long overdue for replacement, and he lacked any bulk besides the writer’s callus on his middle finger. His shirt was faded from washing and unironed, and he doubted that his threadbare jacket gave the impression of a man suitably employed.


      As he was already twenty-eight, his mentor, colleagues, parents, and any number of relatives were anxious to see him wed. However, the majority of women he met at gatherings judged him with a single glance and always seemed in a hurry to leave. A good number of people recognized his talents as a scholar, but he was well aware this quality did little to charm the opposite sex.


      It was for these reasons that he was at a loss as to how to react to the woman’s intent stare.


      “No, um, I’m Scottish,” he said.


      “From the Lowlands, then? Most people here assume you’re English if you’re not a Highlander.”


      At the edge of her headscarf, he glimpsed hair so light it could have been the white of her skin. Her eyes were a pale blue. It seemed the farther north one went through these islands, the more conspicuous those who shared traits with Scandinavians—blond hair, fair skin, and a tall stature—were. While they were still the descendants of Gaelic-speaking Celts, their blood was well mixed with that of the Vikings who had come from Northern Europe.


      “My name is Aurora McKeel. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She did not hesitate to offer him her hand.


      “Ah... The pleasure’s all mine. Frederick Carlton.”


      Her soft hand gave him the impression that she must have come from a well-to-do family. There was a pendant around her neck set with a glowing aquamarine, a stone that was far from cheap.


      The McKeels were one of the main clans on the island. A clan chief was the Highlands’ equivalent of a landlord farther south, and even the clan’s tenant farmers would take their surname. On top of everything else, such a farmer was unlikely to speak English, so Frederick concluded that she was related to the clan chief.


      “What brings you to such a remote island?” she asked.


      He hesitated. “I’m here to see the standing stones.”


      “You like ruins, then?”


      “I like stones.” Frederick had learned that people tended to frown when he made that statement, so he added hastily, “I study mineralogy.”


      Mysteriously, Aurora’s smile never faded as he spoke. “Mineralogy? That sounds complicated.”


      “Oh, it’s not at all complicated. It comes under the study of natural history and comprises little more than finding every mineral that exists on this Earth and giving it a name. However, there are some stones that are classified as the same type despite their difference in color, for instance, and we don’t just work with gemstones—which mankind has always held an interest in and are already named—we study everything. The pebbles on the roadside, dirt, sand, and, of course, standing stones. And then there is what lies beneath the earth, which remains unknown. There could be minerals resting down there that no man has ever laid eyes on. The study of a single stone brings swathes of new knowledge. One can decipher its formative materials, properties, age, and the environment in which it came about. They come bearing messages from beyond even the depths of Earth that man could ever hope to reach, from places no one has ever seen before. It is clear why the study of mineralogy may never end when one considers such stones—”


      Returning to his senses, Frederick cut himself off. As always to his chagrin, he often lost sight of the appropriateness of speaking about his area of study when he started.


      “Ah. Sorry, I didn’t mean to prattle.”


      “Why do you call it prattle?” Aurora frowned at him. It seemed she had thought his explanation quite normal. “Might I ask you something?”


      “Certainly,” Frederick replied, still taken aback.


      “Are you unmarried?”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “I’m right, aren’t I? If you were married, your wife would have mended the missing buttons and fraying of your clothes.”


      Frederick realized she was staring intently at his frayed sleeve. He immediately went to hide it, though on further consideration noted it was meaningless.


      “Would you like me to mend it for you?” she asked.


      “Oh, I couldn’t ask you to do that.”


      “It wouldn’t be a bother.”


      He panicked as she gripped his jacket. Were he to take it off, Aurora would see that the shirt beneath was even more frayed. She might even have him stripping completely. She reminded him of the amiable landlady at his boarding house, a thought that only exacerbated his anxiety. The landlady was an older woman whom he knew from his days as a student, but he couldn’t abide standing half naked in front of a young lady he had only just met.


      “I appreciate the thought, but really, it’s fine,” he said firmly.


      At his rejection, Aurora let go. However, she didn’t seem to be offended. She was smiling as brightly as she had before. “May I ask you something else, then?”


      Frederick nodded, relieved.


      “How long will you stay?”


      “Well, there are some specific standing stones that I am awfully eager to see. If possible, I would like to stay until I find them.”


      “What are they like?”


      He described their structure and traits to her, only omitting that they were smoky quartz, as he wasn’t sure whether that particular feature was the figment of a dream. Then, a thought struck him. What was she doing here, with her barrage of questions? She was seated in a pub with no other customers while the sun remained high in the sky. There was no beer or Scotch on her table—only a teacup and a book. A cat lay sprawled on a nearby chair, most likely her pet. It was gray and long-furred.


      “Standing stones appear differently depending on the angle one looks at them, so I cannot say if I know them or not from your description alone. Oh, but I can show you to some that are nearby!”


      He had to wonder if she had too much time on her hands. That said, it was an exceedingly generous offer. Having never been the subject of a woman’s interest before, Frederick wasn’t sure whether he should avail himself of her kindness. He had yet to respond when the door opened.


      A woman with a baby in her arms entered. It was crying constantly, and she kept glancing at it while looking anxiously around the room. Her eyes fell on Aurora, and she said something in Gaelic. Aurora stood up in response and started to exchange words with her. Her tone sounded friendly yet firm, like a teacher addressing a student, despite the fact she was younger than the visitor. Then, she took the baby into her own arms and whispered into its tiny ear.


      To Frederick, her next words sounded like an enchantment. But perhaps that was only because the baby immediately stopped crying, as if by magic. Aurora gave the baby back to its mother and watched the calmed pair leave. Then, she returned to Frederick.


      “I’m very sorry, but I won’t be able to take you to the stones now after all. I have to go out to collect protective herbs.”


      “Protective?” Frederick frowned, not entirely sure what that meant. But then, those who spoke foreign tongues were apt to use unnatural English.


      “Let us meet again, Mr. Carlton.” She turned on her heel in a hurry, then called for the cat on the chair. “Nico!”


      The gray creature slowly rose from its position, took the book on the table under one arm, and trotted after her on its hind legs.


      Ah, so the book belonged to the cat, Frederick thought, before realizing it was a ridiculous notion.


      It wore a necktie as a gentleman might and, perhaps realizing it was being stared at, shot him an olive-green glance. Their eyes met, and Frederick felt strangely nervous. As he blinked, the cat suddenly disappeared. Most likely, it had run away too quickly for his eyes to follow. On four legs, naturally. He supposed he was tired from his long journey. He removed his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose.


      “Herbs,” he murmured. “I wonder what she does exactly?”


      “She is a fairy doctor, sir.” The landlord’s eldest son had appeared behind the counter, carrying a basket full of fish. Frederick recognized him. He had grown a touch plumper in these past five years, gaining the dignity that the landlord of an inn would require. “Miss Aurora is the village chief’s daughter, and she’s a proficient fairy doctor. Ye’ll always find her here ready to help anyone with a fairy problem. We all appreciate her.”


      “A fairy doctor?”


      “Aye. There’re a lot of fairies here. They get up to some real mischief. Ah’d bet that crying wean that came in was pinched by them.” He spoke as if it were pure common sense.


      ***


      Fairy doctors. Frederick had heard of such people, of course. He had also heard that his grandmother had suffered from a large persistent tumor as a girl, and that the family had sought a fairy doctor’s help. Apparently, they had followed the advice and left an offering at the foot of a rath. The tumor was gone within three days. Fairy doctors were friendly with the creatures and familiar with their magic, working to solve the problems that occurred between them and people and taking great pains to ensure both sides could coexist in peace.


      It had been a common profession long ago. However, the modernization that had swept over London had spread past the city and as far as Scotland’s urban areas. The old city in the southwest had already transformed into one of Britain’s most prominent industrial centers, and it was only a matter of time until the railway that traveled north from London reached Edinburgh. Fairies—invisible creatures whose existence was dubious to begin with—would soon be forgotten.


      Frederick didn’t know whether they truly existed. Although he ought not to believe in them from a logical standpoint, the mention of them stirred up a curious sensation within him, something akin to fear and nostalgia.


      Unable to sleep, he gazed out of the window onto the midnight island, so far north that the sun barely set. There was nothing of interest but the howling wind gusting over the deserted horizon. Man’s power and knowledge was trivial before the oppressive force of nature. Placed in such an environment, Frederick found he could accept the existence of fairies on an instinctual level. He wondered whether Aurora could actually see them. Whether she could communicate with them. If so, perhaps she knew about the smoky-quartz standing stones. That vacant thought was the last he had before he drifted off to sleep.




      Frederick’s restless night meant he woke up late the next morning. As he dressed, he heard clamorous voices from outside. He looked down absentmindedly and saw a large man shouting and quarreling with a platinum-haired woman: Aurora.


      I wonder what the trouble is.


      In any case, the gentleman had to have had a few screws loose to be shouting at a defenseless woman in such a manner. Deciding he had to put a stop to it, Frederick forgot to comb his hair—although he tended to rely solely on his fingers in any case—and dashed out of the room with his locks still in disarray.


      He came quickly to the bottom of the stairs to find the man dragging Aurora inside the pub by her arm. Noticing Fredreick, the man shot him a scathing glance. His bushy red beard branded him a true Highlander.


      “I hear ye’re a Cambridge professor,” he said suddenly.


      Frederick was taken aback. He hadn’t gone into such detail with Aurora, but he had spoken with the landlord’s son and the pub’s patrons the previous evening. This was a small village where travelers were rare, so it was no wonder that news had spread and that this man knew of him as soon as the next morning. His next words, however, were most baffling.


      “That might earn ye respect in England, but it doesnae mean nothin’ here. Doesnae explain how ye’d be after a lassie from this far-off island either.”


      “I beg your pardon?”


      “You’re mistaken, father!” Aurora cried.


      Frederick was astonished to learn that this man was her father. He looked from one to the other, but he could find no point of resemblance between them.


      “I wasn’t talking about this gentleman,” she continued.


      “Ye cannae pull the wool over my eyes, Aurora. They’re sayin’ he was here five years ago too.”


      Frederick seemed to recall mentioning as much to the landlord’s son. Their conversation had grown livelier when the son claimed to remember him, the most junior of the students traveling with the professor.


      “Ye were, weren’t ye, Professor?” Aurora’s father said.


      “Well. Yes.” Still unsure as to what the issue was, Frederick nodded.


      The man seemed to become even angrier, grabbing him by the collar. “I dunno what possessed ye to do it when ye were younger, but there’s no trustin’ a man who promises to come back for the lass he met on his travels!”


      “Father!”


      “Ah’m no gonna believe that ye came here jist to fulfill yer promise. Ye probably jist realized that ye’d forgotten some other business here. But if ye did come to torment the innocent country lass, then ye can bugger off home. I willnae say nothin’ more about it if ye do.” The man shoved Frederick away, and his back hit the counter.


      “I told you you’re mistaken, father! I exchanged that promise with another gentleman. Tell him you don’t remember me, Mr. Carlton!”


      “Another gentleman, was it?” Her father turned to Frederick. “So now ye’re denying that ye ever promised my daughter anythin’? Ah’ll bury ye in the peat!”


      “Forgive me, but if I may be given a chance to explain—”


      “There’s nothin’ to explain! The lass is engaged and ye’re no havin’ her.”


      It was certainly true that Frederick had only met Aurora yesterday, but it seemed her father was unwilling to listen to any excuses. He left with his daughter in tow.


      The old landlord had been watching the entire time from behind the counter. His inability to speak English meant he had surely interpreted the situation even less favorably than the reality. He looked at Frederick and gave a sympathetic shrug. No doubt the incident would spread throughout the entire village in short order. Perhaps Frederick would be known as the buffoon who had attempted to court the village chief’s daughter.


      It hardly mattered. It wasn’t as if he lived here. Though Frederick was not concerned for himself, it would seem that Aurora had been burdened with a fiancé of whom she was not fond... And that did play on his mind.


      2: Their Promise 

      The standing stone closest to the village was around half an hour’s walk from the inn. It was a magnificent feature that required its observer to look up, and it stood alone in a field. It had stood there for thousands of years, undaunted by the powerful winds that battered it.


      Frederick studied it closely, keeping one hand on his hat to stop it from blowing away. Naturally it wasn’t made of smoky quartz, but the thought that it had been there for such an incredibly long time had him utterly fascinated by it. He felt as though he could stare at it for hours.


      “Mr. Carlton.”


      A gentle feminine voice came through the howling wind. Frederick turned around at once.


      “I must apologize for this morning,” Aurora said. Her eyes seemed to shimmer, perhaps because they shared the blue of water.


      “Not at all. In fact, think nothing of it. Were you able to explain everything to your father?”


      She gave a small shake of her head. Her red, swollen cheek even made Frederick tense up as if in pain. “He doesn’t tend to listen to others once he is sure of his assumptions.”


      It seemed her father had struck her. However, she didn’t appear the type to be cowed by such a thing. She regarded Frederick with a dauntless expression.


      “He was talking about my engagement, but I didn’t want to hear it. So I thoughtlessly said that I had already promised myself to someone away from the island.”


      “And I suppose you framed the gentleman as someone who had visited before, which just so happened to be the case for myself as well?”


      Aurora’s lips turned up at the corners slightly. “Yes. The nearby islands make up the edge of the world, and this village is even beyond that. It is rare for anyone to make more than a single visit. However, you are a young gentleman who has come here twice now. When father heard that I had been speaking to you in a friendly manner, he drew the wrong conclusion.”


      Perhaps Aurora’s frequent visits to the inn’s pub were in the hope of meeting her beloved. Had it only been to receive fairy-related requests, she would likely have taken them at her home, the village chief’s house. However, it seemed that the gentleman had yet to arrive.


      It was rare for people to come to the island more than once, and even Frederick, having made only two visits, was regarded as a curiosity by the young landlord. It was quite probable that the man hadn’t come back—which begged the question as to whether their promise would ever be fulfilled. It was not uncommon to hear of a gentleman promising himself to a charming young woman on his travels, only to forget all about her when he returned to his everyday life.


      “Do you exchange letters with the gentleman in question?” Frederick asked despite himself. It wasn’t his business, but he felt worried for her.


      “Mr. Carlton, are you also of the opinion that the agreement was too casual for him to fulfill?”


      “Oh, well, I wouldn’t—”


      “I’m not entirely naive. It has struck me that he might have forgotten our promise. But I would like to keep my trust in him for five more days.”


      “Why five days?”


      “That is when the fiancé my father chose will come for me.”


      Frederick hadn’t realized she had so little time left. Even he was beginning to feel inexplicably frantic. “And what... What will you do when he does? Will you marry your fiancé if the other man doesn’t come back for you before then?”


      Aurora cast her troubled gaze downward. “I shall run away.”


      “By yourself?”


      “I wish to know how he truly feels.”


      “I can understand that, but...”


      To shun the marriage partner chosen by one’s parents and elope for the sake of another was socially unacceptable. She would be disgraced. It was unlikely she would ever be allowed back home, especially in a place like this where clan unity was strong. If her beloved rejected her, she would be without shelter and sustenance. However, Aurora said she would do it despite that. Frederick had to wonder if that was down to her love—or perhaps her dislike of the man her father had chosen for her.


      Just then a gentleman approached them on a horse.


      “What are ye doing out here, Aurora?”


      Aurora’s expression stiffened, and she took a few paces forward as if to conceal Frederick.


      “I thought uncle told ye no’ to go out under any circumstances.” He was a young man whose blond, shoulder-length hair fluttered in the wind. He dismounted his horse and gave Frederick a look of discontent. “Ah’m no’ sure I can forgive my fiancée being out with another man.”


      The comment was undoubtedly addressed to Frederick too. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have been delivered in English.


      “I am not your fiancée, Kenneth,” Aurora said.


      “I don’t see yer first fiancé around here. And ye’ll be my wife soon enough.”


      Frederick looked between them, wondering what was meant by “first fiancé.” How many fiancés did Aurora have?


      “I will not!” she cried forcefully.


      The man scoffed and turned to Frederick. “Are ye the Englishman trying to lay hands on Aurora?” Clearly hostile, he had balled his hands into fists. “Go home. Ye’re no welcome here.”


      Frederick wasn’t an Englishman, he hadn’t laid hands on anyone, and he had no reason to leave. But when he saw how Aurora was glaring at the man, her shoulders subtly trembling, he decided there were more pressing matters than trying to explain himself.


      “I understand how you feel, but my impression is that your arrival isn’t exactly welcome either,” he said on the spur of the moment. Aurora whirled around and looked up at him in surprise.


      “So it’s a fight ye’re wanting?”


      “No, not in the least.” Frederick hurriedly spread his hands out before the other man struck him. “My point was simply that her true fiancé probably wouldn’t appreciate our gathering here.”


      “What?”


      “W-Well, both you and I are attempting to capture the interest of a young woman who is already betrothed. There isn’t much point in our quarreling.”


      “Ye and I are no’ the same. Ah’m—”


      “Miss McKeel’s second fiancé? I’m afraid that isn’t possible. God would never allow such a thing.”


      In the Lord’s view, marriage was only permissible between one man and one woman. For any believer to assert anything that suggested the contrary was outrageous. This island was home to devout Protestants. As impulsive as the man was, Frederick’s argument seemed to discourage him, and he reluctantly lowered his arms.


      “Would you allow me to escort you home, Miss McKeel?” Frederick started to walk, urging her to move with him. Although he feared at first that he might be struck from behind, the pair managed to distance themselves from the man without further incident.


      Aurora clung to his arm. Her lips were pressed into a tight line, and she kept her steps hasty even after the man was out of sight. It briefly crossed Frederick’s mind that it might have been that man and not her father who had struck her across the cheek.


      “Is this the way to your home?” he asked after they had walked for some time.


      Aurora looked up suddenly, as though she had been lost in thought. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’ve inconvenienced you again, haven’t I?” Flustered, she quickly let go of him. “Thank you for defending me. However, I feel as if the misapprehensions attached to you have only become more complex.”


      “I thought you wouldn’t mind. It seems unlikely that your father or that fellow will be put right in any case, and I am the sort of traveler to take things in stride.”


      Indeed, pretending to hold an interest in her seemed a small feat compared to how she had placed herself in front of him despite trembling with fear.


      “You might be too compassionate for your own good.” Aurora stopped in her tracks with a small smile. “I live on the other side of that hill. You have brought me more than far enough.”


      Her loose, pale hair danced in the strong winds. Though it was midsummer, the clouds blocked much of the sunlight. Her porcelain skin against the chilly landscape made her seem awfully forlorn despite her smile. Frederick was captured by a sudden urge to take her to the sun-softened lands of the south.


      “Miss McKeel,” he called after her instinctively. “I believe I might be able to assist you. I may not have much of a role to play as a traveler, but I can exist as your ally if nothing else.”


      She turned. Her blue gaze seemed to shimmer while remaining steadfast, directing itself right at him. “Will you marry me, then?”


      “I’m sorry, I— Ma... Marry?”


      “You see? Show a troubled girl too much kindness and she might take advantage of it.” The serious expression on her face vanished in an instant as she giggled.


      That might have been true, but only if said girl thought he was worth taking advantage of. As composed as his thoughts were, Frederick felt a powerful shock in the back of his mind that gave way to an intense pounding of his heart.


      “Please, Frederick, just call me Aurora. That isn’t too much to ask, is it?”


      She was beautiful. So much so that even the slightest hint of friendliness sent his spirits soaring. Whatever kind of gentleman her beloved was, there was no doubt that, upon their reunion and his discovery of how she was treated on this island, he would want to whisk her away as soon as possible. Perhaps, then, it was not all that outrageous that she should be so eager to marry.


      “My father is due to depart for the neighboring village tomorrow evening. He will be away for two or three days, so that will be my chance to escape. Anyway, as thanks for defending me, I shall show you to the ruins in this area. Fortune willing, we may even find the smoky quartz you’re interested in.” With that, Aurora set off at a quick pace.


      Frederick stared after her. How did she know he had come here seeking the smoky-quartz stones? Perhaps she deduced such things using her mysterious abilities as a fairy doctor. But did that group of large crystals even exist? Perhaps Aurora had even seen them for herself.


      All of a sudden, the ground below his feet felt unstable. He stepped down firmly, testing its integrity. He imagined something utterly absurd: that the gap between dreams and reality was opening its jaws and he just couldn’t see it. If those standing stones did exist, it would be in the space he presently occupied.


      The Hebrides were at the very edge of the world. This was the closest island to whatever lay beyond it.


      ***


      For as long as Aurora could remember, she had always wondered why her mother and father rarely smiled. As a girl, and even now she was older, she laughed often. She would laugh at how the cheerful fairies hopped along, and even when her nanny scolded her, the stern look on the older woman’s face would tickle her. She would burst into giggles, and it was never long before her nanny joined in.


      And yet, her parents never broke into genuine smiles. Not even when Aurora was having enormous fun. She, too, had stopped being able to smile from the bottom of her heart ever since the day she discovered why.


      Aurora was a changeling.


      Sometimes, fairies would steal a human child. In its place, they would leave a rock, a log, or their own offspring: a changeling. Her family had made a contract with the fairies several generations ago, resulting in her arrival.


      A stolen child would be raised in the fairy world and marry into their kind. The child resulting from that union would then be exchanged for the firstborn from a union of the McKeel’s descendants. By repeated exchanges between the fairy clan, whose blood was now part mortal, and the McKeels in the human world, the Scottish family strengthened the fairy blood in their own lineage and ensured that their fairy-doctor abilities would be passed down. The McKeels’ clan chief, who oversaw a number of houses, had assigned responsibility for these exchanges to a branch family: the one to which Aurora belonged.


      She was not her parents’ real daughter. Their real child had been taken to the fairy world, never to be seen again. Aurora’s father explained everything to her: As they had lost their own child and raised her instead, she was bound by the clan’s rule. It was her duty to marry the man chosen for her. It was all decreed by the clan. Her parents, too, bore the grief of losing their child without complaint.


      Aurora had expected the family’s feelings to change when her much younger brother was born, but they hadn’t. Ignorant of the ways of the clan, her brother adored her. However, he was a quiet sort, and so the household remained quiet in turn. The changeling’s presence in the family would forever cast a shadow. It probably pained her parents every time they looked at her. And that pain would never heal.


      “Are you really planning to leave the island, Aurora?” the gray fairy cat sitting by the window asked anxiously.


      Aurora looked up from her book. It had been some time since she had last turned a page. She didn’t know herself how serious she was about her escape plan. In any case, her fairy blood and powers meant she had strong ties to this island, and leaving it would be no mean feat. And once she left, she would no longer be able to step foot on this magical land.


      “I don’t think that Cambridge professor remembers you, you know,” the fairy cat said.


      “Perhaps, but he does remember the standing stones. He remembers the smoky quartz.”


      “Which suggests he has no other interests outside rocks.”


      When an ordinary person unwittingly stumbled into the fairy world, they tended to remember very little from their visit. It was similar to how one might forget a dream. Frederick did not recall his meeting with her in front of the smoky-quartz pillars.


      “Even if it was only for the stones, he did travel all this way to our remote island. Maybe he will remember,” Aurora said.


      “You don’t have time to wait for that. And even if he does recall that you helped him out of the fairy world, he’ll only thank you and move on.”


      Nico was right. Even if Frederick did remember what happened, it wasn’t as though they had exchanged any significant promises. The closest thing was his remark that he would visit again when he had time off from the university, to which Aurora had replied that she would show him to the smoky-quartz standing stones.


      “I would also like to visit Cambridge and London, if you would take me,” she had said next.


      “Of course.”


      Aurora had been sixteen at the time. To her, the exchange had sounded like a vow most special. However, Frederick had thought she was a fairy. Why would he have put any stock into promising a whimsical fairy that he would take her on a long journey? And in a dream, no less.


      But Aurora had waited nevertheless. He had said he would return when he had time off. If only he would remember that much, they could meet again. That was when Aurora would make her final decision about leaving the island. She couldn’t do it alone, as the magic surrounding the island kept her trapped. But she felt as though she would be able to steel herself if an outsider lent their assistance. Especially if the outsider in question was Frederick.


      “Besides, Aurora, if you leave the island, there will be no more delicious herrings or Gaelic whisky,” Nico pointed out.


      “Those are your favorites.”


      The fairy cat ran a grumpy paw through his whiskers.


      “Would you look after mother and my younger brother after I’m gone, Nico?” Aurora asked.


      “I’m not a nanny for humans.”


      “I know that, but you’re my closest friend. This is the time for you to step up and promise I can rely on you.”


      “But are you sure that leaving will do you any good? How are you to survive on your own if the professor doesn’t feel the same way you do? You won’t be able to come back once you’ve left.”


      “I... I shall find work as a fairy doctor.”


      Nico sighed heavily. “I wonder whether anyone out there would trust a strange fairy doctor who suddenly appeared out of the blue.”


      Aurora wasn’t certain. However, staying meant marrying a gentleman she did not love, having their firstborn taken by fairies, and losing her ability to smile.


      “I’m sorry, Nico.”


      She stroked his tufted gray fur and planted a kiss on the top of his head. Then, she stood up and left the room. She descended the stairs and spotted her mother in the reception room. The pale sunlight shining in through the window made the woman look particularly haggard. She was sitting on a chair set with a cushion and fervently embroidering cutwork lace. Aurora stood there for some time, watching her work.


      Her mother came from the Orkney Islands and had first met her father at their wedding. Such things weren’t so unusual, but there was no doubt that she had been deeply hurt by marrying into the family without knowledge of its connections to fairies and changelings. She had not known that she was destined to lose her first child. She had always shown kindness toward Aurora, but a relative had claimed that the lacework was meant for her daughter in the fairy world. Apparently, in the daughter’s nineteenth year, there would come a night where the moon almost met the horizon. Should she leave the lacework at the center of the stone circle where the fairies congregated at that time, it should reach her daughter in the other world.


      Every careful weave of lace was imbued with a prayer for the real Aurora: that she had grown up happy and healthy and was ready to wed. The lost daughter would not return when Aurora left, but she hoped that the next time a woman in the clan became a mother, she would experience doubts surrounding their traditions and object to the practice. It was not only the mothers who suffered but the exchanged children too.


      Aurora kept her footsteps muted as she passed the door and left the house. She cut across the garden and walked along the white fence. The wind swept through her loose hair. The clouds cast shadows over everything—the small patches of pasture with their grazing livestock, the peat-strewn plains, the empty, gently undulating hills, and even the unsinking sun.


      Aurora walked by the sights slowly, trying to imprint it all on her memory. She had been raised on this island, and an unfathomable power tied her soul to it. However, the strength with which she dreamed of leaving it was even greater—ever since she had met Frederick, at least.


      In truth, she wasn’t sure why she felt so strongly. She reasoned that she sought change. Change from the inferiority she felt knowing she wasn’t her parents’ true daughter and from the unreasonable demands made of her by her relatives. But her true desire was likely much simpler.


      She wanted to be with the man she loved.


      The sentiment tinged her sigh and dissipated into the wind. Noticing a figure at the end of her path, Aurora quickly turned her gaze toward it. She frowned unconsciously as she noted that it was someone she would rather not encounter: Kenneth McKeel, her second fiancé.


      “Where are ye going?”


      “On a walk,” she replied, increasing her pace.


      He followed her with a grin, wordlessly kicking down the procession of fairies walking through the blades of grass, trampling them. It was this facet of his personality that Aurora could stand the least.


      Kenneth was a McKeel. Even if he didn’t have the skills to become a fairy doctor, he should have at least possessed the capacity to sense their presence. And yet, he regarded them as little more than insects. His attitude was made all the worse by the fact that he didn’t fear them, simply because he knew how to avoid any retaliation they might concoct.


      “Ye’re no’ heading for the inn, are ye?” Kenneth asked.


      Frederick was an ordinary man and couldn’t see fairies, but he subconsciously avoided stepping on them. It was a consequence of his adoration for stones. He held respect for nature and a careful regard for the world’s origins and mysteries. Even if one couldn’t see fairies, possessing such reverence meant one naturally gave them their space. It was for this reason that Aurora found herself even more drawn to Frederick than she had been five years ago.


      Kenneth grabbed her arm. “Wait. Uncle is out at the moment, and ah’m to take care of the estate.” He yanked her closer. The powerful wind howled as it swept across the barley field.


      “Don’t,” she said, trying to push him away.


      He kept his hold on her and peered at her face, his eyes softening. “Ye know, I never thought ye would grow up to be so bonny. Ye were too freckly, yer hair was a mess, ye were scrawny and not charming at all. I was disappointed to have ye as my fiancée.”


      “I am not your fiancée!” She glared at the loathsome man.


      In return, he merely gave her an amused smile. “Aye, I know. Ye’re a changeling, so that legendary prophet is yer real fiancé. He’ll come for ye when he wakes up, is it? Don’t make me laugh. That legend’s been around for hundreds of years, and no man like that’s ever shown himself. He’s only got four days left now too. Otherwise ye’ll be marrying me.”


      Kenneth pulled her into his arms as if that much was his right for the time being.


      “You would ignore our traditions?” Aurora asked.


      “Who’s the one ignoring traditions? My job is to set ye back on the right path.”


      All of a sudden, he pressed his lips against hers. Aurora writhed, trying to free herself, but he was holding her so tightly that she could barely move. Just then, a small shadow jumped out from the undergrowth. It leaped at Kenneth, baring its sharp claws.


      “Ruddy cat!” he grunted.


      “Nico!” Aurora cried.


      The fairy cat brought his fangs down on Kenneth’s ear, forcing the man to release her. Seeing his attack had its intended effect, Nico made to run. But he was just a moment too slow. Kenneth grabbed him by the tail.


      “Agh, let go!” Nico writhed, yowling when Kenneth swung him around and threw him away at full strength.


      “Oh, Nico!” Aurora tried to run after him, but Kenneth grabbed her hair.


      That was when the grass began to rustle and a group of mice flooded out of it. They gathered around the Scotsman’s feet and clambered up his legs.


      “For crying out loud! This is the fairies, isn’t it?!”


      Aurora dashed away while he was still overwhelmed. She scooped up the fallen fairy cat and ran without looking back.


      “I told those mice to be right behind me, but they let me leap in first,” Nico muttered, his limbs dangling limply. He sighed wearily. “Seems they’ve already forgotten how I saved them from that stray cat. Talk about fickle!”


      He closed his eyes. Aurora shook him in a panic even as she kept running.


      “Are you all right? Are you in pain?”


      “I think I’m done for...”


      “Keep it together!”


      Kenneth didn’t seem to be pursuing them. Aurora kept running regardless. She was trembling with anxiety, Nico in her arms, and rubbing her lips until they hurt as if she could erase her disgust at the forced kiss.


      3: Escape 

      “Smoky quartz, is it?” The young landlord hummed. “I cannae say ah’ve heard of it bein’ found on the island afore.”


      It was past supper, and Frederick had chanced asking him about the stones. Unfortunately, his response was rather unhelpful.


      “Oh, but ye can find wee fragments of stones like that in any house. I think there’s one that’s a more impressive size in the village chief’s house.”


      “Any house? Really?” Frederick asked.


      “There’s an auld tradition that says smoky quartz repels evil. And it seems our distant Celt relatives used it for prophesying too.”


      He showed Frederick the small rounded piece of smoky quartz he carried with him everywhere. It was apparent at first glance that it most likely came from the Highlands, a common source of the mineral. But the standing stones Frederick had seen had been of a lighter color. They had been closer to amber and unclouded, allowing one to see through them.


      So, smoky quartz—the material of the stones—warded against evil. If the stones truly existed, there was likely a fascinating tale behind them. For the time being, Frederick would investigate all the ruins the area had to offer. He was grateful for Aurora’s promise to be his guide. She had said they might even find the smoky quartz, fortune willing.


      Perhaps she had seen them herself. However, it seemed unlikely that she knew their precise location. The ruins here were scattered across vast plains. There were no paths or landmarks, and it would be very difficult to arrive at the same location twice without knowing the exact direction or distance of one’s travel.


      Nevertheless, Frederick was an academic. The anticipation of new discoveries made his spirits soar. At the same time, he wondered whether the restlessness he had been experiencing since yesterday was entirely due to the possibility of smoky quartz. When he tried to imagine the standing stones he had seen five years ago, his mind responded only with images of Aurora.


      She continued to smile despite her suffering, determined to wait until the very last moment for her beloved’s arrival. Frederick supposed that there were some very lucky gentlemen indeed in this world. It was just that some of them failed to recognize it.


      Perhaps it was the liquor that had such sentiments circulating through his mind. He decided to leave the pub to sober up from the small amount of whiskey he had consumed. Intending to take a short walk around the settlement, he quickly stopped when he noticed a figure sitting in the shadow of a building.


      “Aurora?” he called.


      She looked up with a start, paused, then seemed to say, “Help me.”


      She clung to him then. The softness of her hair on his neck left him dumbstruck, and he stood quite still with his arms spread out, unsure of what he ought to do.


      “I beg you take me away from here. Immediately...”


      “Did something happen?” he stuttered.


      “I cannot remain here. I shall just bring misfortune to everyone. So please, take me with you, and let us run away together. It doesn’t matter where we go. Anywhere away from the island.”


      “But Aurora—”


      “I have been waiting for you for so long, certain that you would return. I felt as though I would be able to find the courage to leave and to survive in unknown lands as long as you were with me...”


      She is mistaken, Frederick realized, a vague despondency settling in his chest, though it seemed a strange mistake for her to make.


      “You are thinking of a different man,” he explained hesitantly.


      Aurora looked up in surprise and regarded him with wide eyes. She stepped back slowly, as if her strength had failed her, and cast her gaze downward. She looked so utterly disappointed, and it filled Frederick with guilt. He was a traveler from a far-off land, a rare two-time visitor to the village. And yet he was not the man she was waiting for. He almost felt as though he were somehow responsible.


      “Oh, I’m so very sorry,” she said. “I must be awfully uncomposed.”


      “Think nothing of it. I did say I would lend you my assistance, didn’t I? Has something happened?”


      Aurora wiped her damp cheeks with her palms and gently picked up the shawl at her feet. Her gray cat was wrapped up in it and looked quite exhausted.
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      “Nico tried to rescue me only to get hurt,” she said.


      “Rescue you from what?”


      “From Kenneth...” She cut herself off suddenly, her cheeks flushing. Even Frederick, as obtuse as he was, had a vague inclination of what had happened.


      “Your cat was injured?” He peered at the shawl. It was difficult to tell whether the gray bundle of fur was even alive.


      “He may survive if I take him to the elder.”


      “Will it be a long journey?”


      “It is some distance away.”


      “Then I shall accompany you. It is rather late. I’m sure it would be daunting to go alone.”


      Aurora nodded, and it seemed she had regained her composure at last. Her eyes shone with determination as she stared off into the distance. “Frederick. I am going to leave Nico with the elder, and then I shall leave the island. I cannot marry Kenneth. I know that now beyond a shadow of a doubt.”


      “You will leave straightaway? What about your things?”


      “Kenneth will be waiting for me at home. He will keep me from leaving if I go back. I have a little money but nothing else that is worth taking. And so, I have a favor to ask of you.” Still keeping a firm grip on her cat, she took a step toward him. “Take me away from this island. Though I cannot go into too much detail, there is magic here that prevents me from leaving by myself. I cannot pass through its boundary without someone who has come from the outside.”


      Frederick struggled to comprehend the talk of magic and boundaries, but Aurora pressed on in a hurry.


      “If you do this for me, I shall show you to the smoky-quartz standing stones. In truth, outsiders are supposed to be kept away. But since you have seen them once before, the stones might permit it. If they do, I shall bring you to them.”


      “The smoky quartz...”


      Helping Aurora leave the island would be easy. Naturally, he was curious about the stones, and it seemed that knowledge of them was a privilege afforded only to her as a fairy doctor. However, agreeing to help her would mean changing her life entirely, and Frederick would be complicit in that. It was her decision, of course, but if she truly needed the assistance of someone from beyond the island, then he would still be the one to upturn her fate. He had no idea how cruelly a young female runaway who had known nothing outside her small village would be regarded by the outside world either.


      “Yes. Please, Frederick. I promise I shan’t be a nuisance.”


      Aurora must have been aware of his concerns, and yet she was still adamant about wanting to leave. He was an outsider. He had no way of knowing which path would bring her true happiness. When she had clung to him in a fit of discomposure as though he were her long-awaited lover and begged him to take her away, he had been overcome by a most curious urge. And so he nodded, despite his reservations.


      “Very well. Come.”




      A notebook and pen. A magnifying glass, tweezers, a hammer, and all the tools needed to collect stones. Apart from these things, Frederick had as few items of clothing as he could get away with. Though he had come on a long trip, everything he carried fit into a single bag.


      On returning to his room at the inn, he swiftly packed up his things and took his hat in hand. He had paid his fee in advance—enough to cover him until tomorrow. He left a note on the desk explaining he had been forced to return home early and with it, a small tip. Then he left the room behind.


      Given the circumstances, his sudden departure would likely make it obvious that he had taken Aurora with him. The islanders would think they had eloped. Kenneth McKeel was sure to be indignant. Frederick also felt guilty putting the inn’s landlord, who had treated him well, in an awkward spot with the village chief, but it couldn’t be helped.


      It was still light outside. In a village where one’s closest neighbor lived hundreds of yards away, the roads were nearly deserted even during the day. There certainly wouldn’t be anyone out at night. That meant there was no risk of running into any of the villagers.


      Frederick set out with confidence. He didn’t immediately notice the woman beside the signboard outside the inn.


      “Are ye Mr. Carlton?”


      Surprised, he stopped in his tracks. She was a thin, middle-aged woman with a scarf covering her hair.


      “A pleasure to meet ye. I am Aurora’s mother.”


      “Oh, um. Charmed.” Caught off guard, Frederick’s response was clumsy. But he quickly steeled himself, assuming that the woman was here to search for her daughter.


      “I have wondered about ye ever since my daughter mentioned ye long ago. I thought the promise she spoke of was probably flirtatious nonsense, but seeing as ye came back, perhaps I am to take it that yer feelings were sincere after all?”


      She, too, was mistaking him for the other man. However, it seemed she wanted to have faith in Frederick’s feelings for Aurora. As loath as he was to lie, neither was he in a position to tell the truth. So he nodded vaguely.


      “Are ye on yer way off the island?” she asked, glancing at the bag in his hand.


      “Um, well...”


      “If the pair of ye have made a firm decision, then ah’m no going to argue.” The woman gave a hefty nod as if to confirm the situation to herself before looking down at the object she was cradling tenderly to her breast. Then, she offered it to Frederick. “Please pass this over to Aurora for us.”


      She said no more but turned on her heel and trudged away. Frederick was now holding a pure white piece of cutwork lace. Its patterns were impressively intricate. It was likely a veil or accessory meant for a wedding.


      “Mrs. McKeel!” Frederick found himself calling out to her. “Begging your pardon, but wouldn’t you rather meet with Aurora and give it to her yourself?”


      The woman, who had paused in her steps, looked a touch conflicted for a moment. But eventually, she shook her head. “No. She might waver in her decisiveness if she saw us. She has no doubts now, and ah’d feel guilty if she wanted to change her mind out of pity for us.”


      She turned so she was facing Frederick fully, showing him a rueful smile. “Once she leaves, she’ll be thought of as someone who defied the McKeels. We willnae be able to meet again. But please let her know that her mam will always be praying for her happiness.”


      Frederick watched her as she walked away again. For as much as his following, impulsive words were uninspired, he felt they were of the greatest importance.


      “I promise to ensure your daughter’s happiness.”


      What on earth had compelled him to say that of all things? However, the relieved smile that the mother cast over her shoulder dispelled his regret. Aurora’s fate was now tied to him, and that could no longer be undone. Perhaps things would have been different had he not become so obsessed with the smoky-quartz standing stones. And maybe the fact that his fascination and longing to see those stones again had pushed him toward a faux elopement made him very much like Aurora.


      It settled a question in his mind. She wanted him to take her from this island. Since he had accepted, he would have to play the role of her beloved with the utmost aplomb.


      ***


      Aurora was waiting by the standing stone closest to the village. She looked surprised but said little when Frederick handed her the lace veil. Instead, she reaffirmed her grip on the cat in her arms.


      “Let’s go” were her only words.


      The moment they passed the menhir, Frederick was overcome by a curious sensation as if he had stepped through an invisible wall and the scenery around him had shifted. However, when he turned around, the path he had taken from the village was there as usual.


      Though they had come to a vast plain with nothing in the way of landmarks, Aurora was walking ahead in a straight line. Eventually, the air around them grew gloomy, signaling the beginning of the island’s astonishingly short night. Frederick realized they were in a strange building and surrounded by strange residents.


      The building was like a small hill built from irregular stones, and the floor was laid with a woolen carpet. It was free of furniture, and the people sitting on the carpet could only have been as tall as Frederick’s waist. The men’s beards and the women’s hair were so long that they dragged on the floor.


      When Aurora spoke of the elder, she was referring to the oldest-looking member of the group: a man with a white beard. That said, Frederick wasn’t sure he was a man, per se. Human or not, he took the gray cat from Aurora and descended the stairs with her, presumably into the basement. Frederick was left alone with the small people, who were encircling him with great interest.


      “Are you Aurora’s...?”


      “The one she fell in love with?”


      “I...suppose so,” Frederick answered. He wasn’t surprised that he could understand them, perhaps because he had a vague inkling that he wasn’t in the mortal realm.


      “How fortunate you are to have her as your bride!”


      “Indeed,” he replied slowly.


      “You smell like stones, sir.”


      “Yes, well, I pick up a lot of pebbles.” Any pebble that caught his eye, at that. It wasn’t uncommon for them to lie forgotten at the bottom of his bag or pockets. He turned them out now, letting the conspicuously colored stones fall to the floor. The little people burst into laughter.


      “You like stones, then?”


      “I think we would get along very well!”


      Frederick was relieved that they seemed to have taken a liking to him. However, he did have one question. “Does Aurora come here often?”


      “Yes, her grandfather brought her here a lot when she was small. He was an excellent fairy doctor himself.”


      Perhaps Aurora came from a whole line of fairy doctors.


      “She was quick to befriend the fussy lot who live in the seas. She would frolic with them in the coves, though we were always nervous about the waves sweeping her away.”


      “Are there any other fairy doctors on the island?” Frederick asked.


      “There might be, but we only know of the McKeels.”


      “If Aurora leaves, her younger brother will likely become the next fairy doctor. She would often bring him here to see us. He doesn’t quite live up to her ability, but he understands us well.”


      Frederick hadn’t been aware that Aurora had a brother. That said, it was not surprising, seeing as they had only just met. And yet everyone else seemed to be under the impression that they were wholly familiar with each other. These little people trusted him in the same way Aurora’s mother did.


      “Were you all aware of Aurora’s intentions to leave the island?” he asked.


      “Yes.”


      “We will miss her, but we can’t stop her. Humans don’t tend to settle anywhere for very long anyway. We have seen countless tribes come and go ever since we called this place our home.”


      “The Picts!” one murmured.


      “The Celts!” said another.


      “The Danes!” a third added.


      Frederick found himself wondering how many thousands of years these small people had been here.


      “It doesn’t seem that Aurora’s fiancé will awaken. And so no one can stop her from living as she wants to.”


      “Her fiancé?” Frederick asked.


      What did they mean by “awaken”? Thinking back, Kenneth had mentioned a “first fiancé.” That must be the same man these fairies spoke of—Aurora’s true betrothed.


      “When you say he won’t awaken...” the professor prompted.


      “The man sleeps in a sacred marshland. He protects the McKeel clan from calamity.”


      “Calamity?”


      “We don’t know the details. But it seems he is a prophet who used a special power.”


      “But there’s nothing to worry about. Human magic is imperfect. It disappears after a long time. The prophet likely sacrificed himself to create a legend to pass down to his clan’s descendants.”


      Frederick imagined that this legend told of the prophet’s reawakening at the onset of a calamity, at which time he would marry a daughter of the clan. But what use would such a legend be if the prophet never awakened? Its only purpose seemed to be to create a sense of crisis.


      It was as he mulled things over that all the little people around him stood up as one.


      “It is time for us to return underground. You ought to rest here till the morning.”


      With that, they all streamed down the stairs and vanished.


      Will Aurora be resting? Frederick wondered. He lay down where he was, in the reception-like room that seemed far too large for just one person. The ground beneath the carpet was not as hard as he had expected and was even warm. He fell into a light sleep.




      “Professor.”


      Frederick was dreaming. Beside him was a gray cat standing on its hind legs. It was Aurora’s cat. It gave off a precocious impression and was wearing a tie. Its near-transparent form gave the sense that it might not actually be there. Furthermore, it was speaking to him.


      “What made you change your mind about helping Aurora off the island?”


      “Er... Excuse me, but might you be a spirit?”


      “I am in perfectly good health, thank you very much, though I suppose you lot think fairies and spirits are much the same thing. Now answer my question.”


      “Well, she seems disinclined to marry the gentleman to whom she is presently engaged. And there seems to be another gentleman she hopes to reunite with on the mainland.”


      “Is that all?”


      Had he responded contrary to the cat’s expectations, perhaps?


      “If so, I want you to leave her here,” it continued.


      “Oh? Does it not concern you that she will marry that gentleman? After what he did to you?”


      Troubled, the cat dropped its gaze. “I’m not sure whether it’s you or Kenneth who would cause her more suffering.”


      Frederick didn’t understand. He had no intention of making Aurora suffer. Certainly, escorting her from the island would mean she could never return. If her beloved spurned her on top of that, she was bound to be heartbroken. But it wouldn’t be Frederick who caused her that suffering.


      “It’s your decision, Professor,” the cat said. And then it vanished.


      It was at that moment that Frederick woke up and heard footsteps coming up the stairs. It wasn’t long before their owner appeared. It was Aurora wearing a white veil.


      She approached Frederick slowly. Her loose, golden hair rippled like gentle waves beneath the garment. Her eyes wavered with an almost unbearable fear, and her lips were pressed in a grave line, like a bride’s on her first night as a married woman.


      The thought crossed Frederick’s sleep-addled mind moments before he returned to his senses and sat up quickly to cast off the drowsiness.


      “I must have woken you. I’m sorry,” Aurora said.


      “Not at all, but don’t you need some sleep?”


      “I tried to, but there was too much on my mind.”


      She came to sit by him. Their shoulders were close enough to brush, and it made Frederick feel very curious indeed. The wind could not be heard, and the pale sunlight coming in from the skylight brought silence with it. No one else was in the room with them. And yet she was close enough to him that he could feel her breath.


      “The elder said that Nico will make a full recovery, so I have decided to leave him here until he does,” Aurora said.


      “I see. That is excellent news.”


      The image of Frederick’s dream flashed into his mind. What had the cat meant by saying it was “his” decision?


      Aurora slowly removed her veil. There was something oddly bewitching about the sound of the shifting fabric. “I couldn’t believe it, you know, when you said mother entrusted this to you.”


      “Not that I would know, but I think it was a most motherly act. She is praying that you find happiness with your beloved, even if it means you must leave the family.”


      “Yes, I believe that is how a mother would feel about her true daughter. But I am not her true daughter. My mother and father raised me because that was their role within the clan. They were made to give up their real child in exchange for me.”


      Frederick looked at her in surprise.


      “I always thought it strange that they placed an extra chair at the table on Christmas. And mother always made two of everything, such as necklaces and ribbons.” Aurora’s voice was faltering. “But to fashion two lace veils like this one would be impossible. She always worked on it secretly and out of my sight, so I always assumed it was for her other daughter.” Tears flowed down her pale cheeks and landed on the veil.


      “It was yours.”


      Aurora’s mother would not have forgotten about her lost child. However, she likely adored Aurora just as much as if they were related by blood, if not more.


      “The Mrs. McKeel who came to me was undoubtedly a mother who loved her daughter from the bottom of her heart,” Frederick continued.


      Aurora inclined her head to lean it on his shoulder. “You have a very kind heart, Frederick.”


      Her sigh caressed his neck. Her shoulders were narrower than he had imagined, and when he slipped his arm around her, she leaned in with a body that was soft and receptive to him. He wondered whether she was attempting to seduce him. But it was an indecent thought, and he endeavored to push it from his mind.


      Aurora was crying quietly. Frederick was not her true beloved, so the most he was permitted was to hold her as she shed tears.


      “Is that all?”


      The question asked in his dream by the gray cat returned to him. Why had he decided to help Aurora leave the island? Because she had asked him to? Supposing there was more to it than that, could it be that there was something else he wanted? To see the standing stones, perhaps?


      As much as those stones tied in to helping her leave, he felt it was a rather half-hearted justification. He had still endeavored to help her fulfill her wish without regard for her ability to lead him to the stones. She had warned him that extending too much kindness to a pitiful woman might lead to her taking advantage of him.


      Perhaps there was something wrong with him, as it briefly occurred to him that he wouldn’t mind if she were to impose on him.


      4: The Meandering Road 

      The elder was kind enough to allow the pair to travel in his cart the next morning. Apparently, the smoky-quartz stones were too far away to go on foot. Frederick had pointed out that, despite losing his way, he had come across them last time after leaving the McKeels’ village on foot, but the elder responded with a smile, saying that the stones had moved farther away since then.


      The illusory sun traced the horizon as it moved behind its cloud cover. Frederick was unable to discern the time from its height, and his pocketwatch had stopped on leaving the inn yesterday. The wind that blew ceaselessly over the island was mysteriously still. Only the wheels of the cart disturbed the grass now. They traveled over countless hillocks, each slope as gentle as the last. The small driver eventually brought them to a stop when a marshland appeared before them.


      “There is a shortcut through here. You will see the standing stones on the other side of the marsh. However, the cart cannot pass through.”


      Aurora frowned at the marshland anxiously.


      “Is it possible to traverse on foot?” Frederick asked. “It isn’t frightfully deep, is it?”


      The small person laughed. “It is a sacred marshland. There is no danger here.”


      “You must be right. Come, Frederick.”


      Could this be the same sacred marshland in which Aurora’s fiancé slept? In any case, it seemed she had made up her mind, as she got down from the wagon and began to walk. Frederick followed.


      The marshland looked like a field with countless puddles of water scattered all about. The pair forged ahead, following the path of the dry land.


      “Last night, the people in the elder’s house told me about your fiancé,” Frederick said.


      Aurora glanced at him and sighed. “I see. A curious thing, isn’t it? To be engaged to a gentleman who died such a long time ago.”


      “I wondered why he would require a fiancée. Is there a reason he would need to marry immediately upon waking?”


      “Yes, I wonder. I doubt anyone knows the precise explanation, but perhaps he won’t be able to prevent the calamity with his power alone, so he requires a partner with powers of her own.”


      “Magical powers, for instance?”


      Aurora nodded gravely. “His fiancée is chosen by the McKeels’ clan chief. She must be younger than twenty-one and comprehend fairy magic. The lives of all of us—our parents and relatives too—are predetermined to ensure the permanent existence of such a fiancée and to strengthen the affinity for fairy magic in our blood.”


      Aurora’s grandfather was a fairy doctor, and her younger brother was set to become one too. It sounded as if the entire lineage was maintained in order to adhere to the legend of the sleeping gentleman.


      “The day after tomorrow, I will turn twenty-one. Should he remain sleeping until then, I will be his fiancée no longer.”


      “And you would instead marry the other gentleman? Kenneth?”


      “If, after preparing to marry the prophet, dawn arrives without his awakening, I would instead be expected to marry my second fiancé. Strange, isn’t it?”


      Frederick paused. “The people told me that the magic is imperfect and couldn’t have lasted. That the prophet is long dead by now.”


      “Yes, perhaps they are right. In which case, the matter of his partner becomes less important. Instead, the clan must concentrate on deepening the inherent understanding of fairy magic within its human bloodline.”


      Perhaps it had been the prophet’s intention to create a lineage that could resist the coming calamity—for those with fairy-doctor abilities to marry within their family repeatedly until, over time, the clan that led the village was descended from them entirely.


      “Personally, I’ve always struggled to understand it,” Aurora said. “A fairy doctor’s abilities aren’t defined by his or her mastery over magic. It’s about developing a relationship with the fairies and understanding how their rules and character differ from those of humans, then using that knowledge to assist in quelling the discord between both groups. Heritage and magic aren’t as important as one’s mentality.”


      Perhaps Aurora hoped that by leaving the island, she could do something to change those traditions. Perhaps her determination lay in refusing to marry a groom chosen for her, regardless of whether the gentleman she truly loved accepted her or not.


      “I wonder what the calamity is exactly,” Frederick said.


      “No one knows. However, the clan has already been through so much hardship in its time. Plagues and famine and war...but never has there been any miracle to save us.”


      Somewhere in this sacred marshland, the prophet slept.


      A sudden wind blew past the pair. The grass rustled, the puddles rippled, and for a moment Frederick seemed to spot the figure of a man at the very bottom of the shadowy water. That was when dizziness overcame him.


      “You mustn’t take her away.”


      “You mustn’t steal her from us.”


      He hurried forward in an effort to escape the phantom words. He was holding Aurora’s hand, though he couldn’t remember taking it. She was just as eager to leave the marshes behind as he was. Her slender fingers gripped his own tightly.


      In that moment, it felt to him as if they really were eloping. As if he had stolen her from her fiancé and were leading the escape. She was running with everything she could muster, as if they were runaways of a single mind, and he knew then that he could not let go of her.


      The marshland seemed to carry on forever, until in a single moment it was suddenly behind them. Frederick stopped when he realized they were climbing a gentle slope. He turned around to see that the marsh, with its clammy humidity and thin fog, was quite a ways below them.


      He suddenly became conscious of Aurora’s hand in his and loosened his grip. She seemed to feel similarly awkward and let her fingers slip free. A vague notion struck Frederick then that perhaps he would rather the marsh have continued for a little longer.


      “We should be able to see the standing stones once we reach the very top.” Aurora was smiling at last. She must have been relieved to be free of the marshland.


      Frederick regained his composure and began to walk.


      “Not that way, Frederick!” she cried out suddenly.


      But by the time he heard her, he had already been swallowed up by the hole in the grass.


      “Ouch!”


      He would guess that he had fallen a few feet. The fact that he had only grazed his hands mildly also suggested as much. And yet, when he looked up, the round open hole to the sky seemed to be an extraordinary distance away.


      “Frederick! Are you all right?” Aurora was peering down from far above.


      “Yes. I’m not hurt,” he replied, picking his glasses up from the ground.


      He looked around and saw that the space was rather wide, like he was in a large laboratory flask. He felt as though he had seen it before. He also felt a sense of foreboding.


      “Look out!” Aurora cried, just as a small pebble knocked into his back.


      The next thing he knew, a whole flurry of tiny stones was raining down on him from all around.


      Ah, yes. I remember this too.


      A scene from his past had suddenly flashed into his mind. He had once seen a fairy while being pummeled by a shower of stones like this. It had been a beautiful creature, gliding down on wings of gold.


      “Stop this at once, goblins!” Aurora leaned over the hole, preparing to climb into it herself.


      “No, Aurora, it’s too dangerous!” Frederick had barely finished his warning when she slipped. He hurriedly held out his arms to catch her, and she came falling down extraordinarily slowly, the spread of her golden hair like a pair of wings.


      Just like the fairy Frederick had seen all that time ago.


      The moment he caught Aurora in his arms, the rain of pebbles stopped. However, when Frederick stepped on the pile of stones at his feet, he lost his balance. He tried to angle his fall to keep her safe and ended up striking his head hard against the stone wall.


      “Frederick!”


      Aurora’s cry seemed to echo in the distance. Frederick began to think.


      This had all happened before. Five years ago. And he was coming to a realization about the fairy he had met then.


      ***


      Aurora had first encountered Frederick five years ago, at the bottom of one of the pitfalls goblins liked to dig. It was the same situation they later found themselves in again. She knew immediately that someone had fallen in because of the great clamor the goblins made. Rushing over and seeing the man in the hole, she jumped in to stop the fairies. However, the man panicked when he saw her, apparently regarding her as a threat.


      Goblin holes were not particularly deep. One would not injure themselves if one jumped in carefully, but the man tried to catch her anyway. In doing so, he stumbled on the pebbles, hit his head, and fell down, unconscious. It was rare to come across people so considerate that they would hurt themselves in the process of saving a stranger.


      Curious, Aurora studied the fallen man. She was just sixteen years old, and it was her first time seeing a young gentleman from outside the island at such close proximity. She had heard that an older university professor was staying at the village inn with a number of students. She imagined that this gentleman was one of them.


      His being here suggested that he had been led astray into this world by the fairies, but she couldn’t be certain whether he realized it or not. Most likely not, since ordinary people tended not to notice such things.


      “You have nothing to fear,” Aurora whispered to him. “I can take you back to the human world.”


      She studied him intently. Between the ring with his school’s emblem on it, his hairless cheeks, and everything else, he was unlike any man from the island, and she found him fascinating. There was a graze on his forehead, presumably where a pebble had hit him, and she brushed it with her fingertips. His face was furrowed, and when he suddenly opened his eyes and their gazes locked, he panicked and leaped up.


      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I chased the goblins away.”


      “Goblins?” the man repeated slowly.


      “They’re a type of fairy. They like to play nasty tricks on lost travelers.”


      “I see...” He gazed at her vacantly, then at their surroundings. He looked quite bewildered as he spoke again. “Where are we exactly? I must have been without my senses for quite a spell.”


      “Not for very long at all. You became lost after the fairies led you astray, didn’t you?”


      “The fairies... Ah, I wonder if this is a dream.”


      “One might call it that. Now stand up, and I will show you the way back.”


      He did so, picking up the spectacles by his feet, then sighed, seeing that they were broken.


      “Is your vision quite poor without those?” she asked.


      “I can still make out some things.”


      “What about me?”


      “Well, I can tell that you have pale blonde hair and sky-blue eyes. And that...” He squinted, as though trying to bring things into focus. “You might be a real fairy.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “You look precisely like the fairy I imagined from a book I read long ago. Yes, I always knew fairies were beautiful.”


      “Your vision isn’t perfect after all.”


      He frowned at her in confusion, but Aurora, who had never once cared about what she looked like, had recently come to a realization: She was anything but beautiful. When she had been introduced to her second fiancé, Kenneth McKeel, he had clicked his tongue at the sight of her. No one had ever called her beautiful before, and even though this man had poor eyesight and skewed judgment that had convinced him she was a fairy, it made her heart race.


      “Come, let us leave this place,” she said.


      The gentleman followed her obediently. Still deeply curious about him, Aurora asked him question after question as they walked. The stories he told her of lands she had never seen before were gripping. Railways were being laid all over England, with trains running from town to town, and city roads were lined with lamps, their gas flames illuminating the night. Not just playhouses but huge theaters put on opera performances evening after evening. And there was always something curious to see, whether at the circus or at the zoo.


      The conversation was livelier than Aurora had expected, and she enjoyed it so much that she wished they could talk on and on forever. Eventually, they came out of the goblins’ hole and spotted the standing stones on the plain ahead. Passing through them would bring the pair back to the human world. They approached the line of giant stone pillars, planted like trees in the ground.


      “Are these made of smoky quartz?!” the gentleman gasped in surprise and raced up to them.


      They were indeed giant smoky-quartz crystals. There were too many to count, each as mystifying and gorgeous as the last. They were stones of a thousand faces, reflecting the ever-changing colors of the sky. Aurora felt as if she could never tire of gazing at them.


      The crystals protected this island. Though she had seen them many times before, they took her breath away whenever she returned. She could only imagine what it must have been like to witness them for the first time. Indeed, her companion seemed reluctant to leave.


      “You could just come back another time,” she suggested rather than let it be known explicitly that she would like to see him again.


      “Indeed. I shall do so when I next have time off from the university. Oh, but I have no idea how I got here, so who is to say I shall be able to find these stones again?”


      “I will gladly show you the way.”


      “Do you mean it?”


      Aurora nodded happily. “In return, would you show me to those places I have never been? I would also like to visit Cambridge and London, if you would take me.”


      “Of course. It would be wonderful to show a fairy around the cities.”


      She wasn’t allowed to leave the island. If she did, she would never be able to return. That was why she declared it a promise. The gentleman asked her name.


      “How am I to find you when I return?”


      “Remember my name. Then we are sure to meet.”


      She told him what it was, her words imbued with a wish for him not to forget it. It didn’t concern her that he thought she was a fairy. He might be more likely to remember her that way than as a skinny, freckly girl from the village.


      “We must be going now,” she urged, and he was at last persuaded to set off again.


      Aurora instructed him to walk straight ahead when he got close to the boundary between worlds. And then she parted from him. When he left the fairy world, he should note that he was back in the location from just before he had gotten lost. Aurora had come in by a different path, and that meant her exit would be different too. She’d known they would be forced to part eventually, so she had said goodbye while she still had the chance.


      Unfortunately, once people took their first step back into the human world, they tended to remember their experiences with the fairies as nothing more than illusions. There was no doubt that he would forget both Aurora and their promise.


      “You should march right to the inn and explain to him that you helped him find his way,” Nico insisted after she shared her experience with him. “Otherwise he’s never going to remember you for as long as he lives.”


      “I cannot see him now. He’ll realize I’m not beautiful at all.”


      Nico gaped at her in astonishment.


      “Perhaps when we next meet, my freckles will have faded and I will be a touch easier on the eye. Remember, Nico, mother said they would go away once I grew up, didn’t she? My hair too—it’s so damaged from the sea breeze. I’m going to start caring for it better.”


      “And when will you next meet? No one is loopy enough to come to this empty, far-off island twice. I doubt he will come back even if he does remember the promise you made.”


      Nico might have been right, but Aurora was willing to take a chance. Should they meet again and should he treat her with just as much kindness, perhaps it would ignite within her the courage to break away from her predetermined path.


      ***


      When Frederick came to, he had a headache, and Aurora was peering at him anxiously. As he recalled, he had hit his head and fallen unconscious. He tried to move, at which point he realized his head was resting on Aurora’s lap. He immediately bolted upright.


      “O-Oh, I’m so sorry!” he exclaimed.


      “Sorry for what?”


      “Well, for...for... You’re so close to your wedding with another gentleman, and here I am...”


      “I was quite happy to let you rest on my lap,” she said as she got to her feet, a hint of sadness to her tone. “We can get out of here if we go this way.”


      They were still at the bottom of the flask-like space. Aurora was pointing at a tunnel in the wall. They set off through it, walking deeper and deeper into the cavern. It was strangely bright for an underground space.


      “There’s a bump on your head. Are you all right?” Aurora asked.


      “Is there?” Frederick asked, putting a hand to it before screwing his face up in pain. “Well, it’s nothing too serious.”


      “I think we should take the risk of that injury to your intelligence very seriously, given you are a professor.”


      “I daresay any damage has already been done. I often bump into signs and lampposts.”


      “You do? Why?”


      “Usually because I am mulling something over or reading a book while I walk.”


      Aurora giggled. Frederick wondered whether she really was the same fairy he had met five years ago. He fretted over it as he watched her go ahead of him. She hadn’t mentioned anything about a previous encounter. However, he was slowly recalling this narrow path, little by little.


      They came to the bottom of some stone steps. They would be at the surface in no time. And there they would see...


      The wind rushed past them. It sent Aurora’s hair billowing out behind her where she stood on the grass, making her look like she had a pair of fairy wings. Before where she stood was a row of pillars. The sun shone on their backs, revealing the crystal clear space within their tan exterior and making them glow gently. That same illumination flickering from them made them appear as if they were breathing.


      There were vast gaps between the pillars of light on the plain. The mysterious sight took Frederick’s breath away. They were undoubtedly made of smoky quartz. They were brown crystals, larger than any he had ever seen elsewhere and impressively transparent.


      “Aaah,” he said, “they are just as they were all that time ago.” He approached one and touched its surface.


      “This plain links every path on the island,” Aurora murmured.


      “It does? But none of the villagers I spoke to seemed to be aware of these standing stones.”


      “I’m speaking of the paths that cannot be seen.”


      “You mean, if one becomes lost and follows an unseen path, this is where one will come to?”


      “Only if one can sense the stones’ power.”


      Frederick wasn’t sure if he could. However, he was aware that he thought about stones to a degree that inspired discomfort in others, so perhaps he did possess something that would draw him here.


      “Fascinating. This smoky quartz is nothing like the Highland variety. One doesn’t come by such clear crystals except in very mountainous regions, and there aren’t such high mountains in the United Kingdom as a whole, let alone this island. I wonder if these were transported here from elsewhere.”


      “Where does smoky quartz occur naturally?” Aurora asked.


      “The Alps.” Suddenly realizing how absurd it sounded, Frederick laughed. “But I suppose that’s impossible!”


      “Perhaps the fairies brought them here.”


      He had almost forgotten that they were in the fairies’ domain. Attempting to solve the mystery with his knowledge would be a fruitless endeavor.


      “In that case, I wouldn’t know the first thing about why they are here. I shall simply be grateful that I was here to witness such a miracle.”


      Aurora broke into a smile.


      “Thank you,” he said. “It is because of you that I was able to visit these stones again.”


      “I promised that I would.”


      Frederick paused. Hadn’t he had a conversation about promises here before? There was an imploring look in Aurora’s eyes that reminded him of the fairy in his memories and inflicted him with dizziness. However, he was quick to regather his thoughts. She was referring to her promise to show him the standing stones in return for his help with leaving the island.


      “Look! A rainbow.” She had quickly averted her gaze and was now looking up at the sky. Frederick followed suit.


      The sunlight that reached this island was weak, and its colors appeared drab as a result. Even the rainbow seemed ethereal somehow. Suddenly, he recalled that he had seen such a rainbow before. In this very place. This was the view he associated with the standing stones. The sky reflected in the smoky quartz and the glistening of its spectrum came together to create a vibrant, mystical scene.


      But was it truly a rainbow he had seen? He frowned. Something felt incongruent within his memories. The sky he had witnessed five years ago had been darker. The wavering light above was so bright as to illuminate the ground as it meandered and shifted in both color and form. Frederick had never seen that mysterious thing in all his life.


      Suddenly, he turned to Aurora.


      “What’s the matter?” she asked, smiling softly.


      As he recalled, the fairy he had met had also been smiling constantly. It had been his first experience with a lady—fae or not—enjoying his company and conversation. He had asked her name. She had pointed upward. There, he had seen the veil of colors that illuminated the sky. The northern lights. An aurora.


      It had been such a divine sight that he had sworn to himself never to forget it. Indeed, it remained in his memories, if only vaguely. But he had forgotten about his companion. The same companion he was with now.


      Was she a fairy? He wanted to find out. However, she spoke just before he could ask.


      “Tell me, Frederick. Is a single glimpse of something enough for gentlemen to perceive a sudden shift in fate?” she asked abruptly, walking slowly between the stones.


      “I suspect it would depend on the person rather than their sex.”


      “Is such a perception of fate a prerequisite for kindness?”


      Believing she must have been talking about her beloved, Frederick found that he quickly regained his composure. Even if Aurora had been the one to rescue him five years ago, it did nothing to change the situation at present. He was not the one fated to marry her.


      Frederick had never made an attempt to seduce any woman. Even when one seemed to take a liking to him, he was inevitably informed by his friends afterward that he pushed her away with his poor social awareness. It was simply beyond him to elope with a young lady he had only just met. He could not imagine promising to come back for her, no matter how captivated or elated he was by the sight of the standing stones. He was certain of that much, even if his memories of the event lacked clarity.


      “Have you ever sensed the workings of fate, Frederick?” Aurora asked.


      “I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about it.”


      The gentleman who was calling her to the outside world was one with whom she had fallen in love at first sight. The presence of an academic whom she had assisted once before couldn’t even compare.


      “You haven’t? Why not?”


      “Because I believe there are very few men who have truly experienced such workings,” he replied.


      A forlorn shadow passed over Aurora’s features.


      5: Departure 

      Beyond the hill, the sea came into view. The pair had left the standing stones behind and at some point—Frederick didn’t know when—left the fairies’ domain. It was only now that he realized they were walking a road with noticeable cart tracks embedded into it. There was no doubt that it was a road created and used by humans. Indeed, they were passing by people and carts, which ought to have been a most ordinary sight, yet it felt like anything but after Frederick’s mysterious experience.


      The beach was just ahead of them. There were small boats that arrived and left there on a schedule. Once they boarded one and left the island, Frederick would have fulfilled his role. Now that the end was near, he was beginning to wonder if he was happy to leave things as they were.


      “Is that all? If so, I want you to leave her here.”


      The gray cat’s sentiments hadn’t once left his thoughts. What if Frederick did have other motivations for assisting Aurora? Would that be preferable? And what sort of motivations should they be? Would helping her leave now simply cause her misery?


      “Aurora, is it really true that you cannot leave the island by yourself?” Frederick asked.


      “I am tethered here by invisible chains. You can see the power at work now.” Aurora pointed out toward the sea. It was still vaguely visible beyond the next hill. “We’ve been walking for some time now, but we haven’t come any closer to the sea.”


      He only realized it was so now that she had mentioned it. He had thought they were very close, and yet the sea still made up an almost imperceptible horizon, just as it had when they set off.


      “Have you changed your mind about taking me away from here, Frederick?” she asked.


      “I’m sorry?”


      She stopped where she was, peering right at him. “I suppose it’s a heavy burden to bear after all. But please do not waver. Whatever may happen to me after we leave won’t be your fault.”


      Something about her intensely sincere gaze made Frederick’s heart ache.


      “I promised I would take you away from here. I am not wavering.”


      “Then there must be another reason for this.”


      “Do you know what it might be?”


      Aurora’s brow furrowed forlornly. The next thing Frederick knew, her blue eyes were right before him. Her lightly colored eyelashes fluttered downward as her lips softly brushed against him. “A charm.”


      Frederick was dumbstruck. Aurora shot him a smile sporting a fake veneer of innocence. He knew there was nothing lighthearted about her actions, for both her voice and her shoulders shook subtly.


      “Would you think of my heart as yours? If only for the time being. Think of it as only being natural that you should want to take me with you from this island.”


      Her kiss ought to have been a wonderful thing, and yet it only caused him more pain. There was something desperate about it, as if she were trying to make up for something that he lacked. The pain was so great as to convey the intensity of her desire to leave. Frederick nodded.


      In all likelihood, he was beginning to come to the right realization. It was, perhaps, not the smoky-quartz standing stones that had taken his heart prisoner and stayed with him all this time. Much more vivid was the memory of that spectrum, reflected in the crystal pillars’ surface.


      Aurora set off again, the press of her tight lips a sign of her nervousness. It would not be long before she reached the point of no return. Frederick kept pace with her, racking his brain as she wanted him to. They had barely started walking when he suddenly realized that they were at the beach.


      Aurora pointed. “It’s that boat there.”


      There was a small jetty extending out from the deserted beach and an old boat floating beside it. It looked far too shoddy to take them over the strait and to the Inner Hebrides. Besides, there was no one to man it, as there wasn’t another person in sight.


      “Over here!”


      Frederick seemed to hear someone calling for them. Either that, or it was the wind.


      “Oi, Aurora!”


      “Nico? Where are you?!”


      Her cat? Though Frederick looked around, the surrounding hills were uniformly covered in short grass, and he could see neither hide nor hair of the thing.


      “Quickly, Aurora! Else you’re not going to—”


      Suddenly, there came the beating of hooves.


      Aurora froze. “Frederick, we must hurry!”


      As they made a mad dash for the beach, a man riding a horse appeared from beyond the hills. It was Kenneth. The pair ran without looking back, but the hoofbeats reached them in an instant, moments before the horse came around in front of them.


      “Watch out!”


      Aurora was close to being caught by the beast’s hooves. Frederick pulled her into his arms just in time, and the pair fell to the ground. Kenneth’s recklessness astonished him. Would the man really not care if he were to injure his fiancée?


      Frederick looked up, a rare swell of fury in his chest. Kenneth had alighted from his horse and was standing before them.


      “I’m afraid yer wee game of elopement is over.”


      “It is no game! I am leaving the island with this gentleman,” Aurora said.


      Kenneth laughed in her face and looked at Frederick. “Say, Professor, ye’re no really the fella Aurora was waiting for, are ye? The lad at the inn told us it was yer first time meeting her.”


      He was unable to answer. Aurora looked at him anxiously.


      “Seducing a man ye’ve only just met and getting him to elope with ye... Aurora, ye’re an embarrassment to the McKeel name.”


      “Speaking of embarrassments, I have yet to see you show a hint of consideration for your own fiancée. The cruelty you have inflicted on her and her cat has given her no choice but to run away,” Frederick interjected.


      Kenneth raised a surprised eyebrow. “So ye feel sorry for her, do ye? I cannae understand it. Ye’re no even in love with her, but ye’ll take her from the island, and then what? I suppose I can get it if ye’re planning to sell her off.”


      “How rude! Kenneth, Mr. Carlton simply wants to help me reunite with the gentleman I love!”


      “Tell me, Aurora, does that ‘gentleman’ of yers really exist? To tell ye the truth, ah’ve always thought ye were making him up. Maybe ye said it on the spur of the moment, thinking ye’d be able to convince yer father to call off yer engagement to me.”


      Aurora was clearly agitated, and it only made Kenneth smirk.


      “Ah’m right, aren’t I? But why leave the island when ye don’t even have anywhere to go?”


      “Because I’d rather be somewhere I don’t have to look at your face all day!”


      Enraged, Kenneth grabbed her and yanked her to her feet. Frederick leaped in before he could bring his fist down. They grappled briefly, but the professor was quickly sent stumbling back. Though Aurora made to run to Frederick’s side, Kenneth still had a grip on her and pulled her in.


      “Aurora,” Frederick gasped, immediately on his feet again. That was as far as he was able to go.


      In one hand, Kenneth held Aurora. In the other, a pistol that he pointed at Frederick. “I should warn ye, Professor, that no one would notice if ye disappeared here. It willnae be a problem just to get the villagers to claim they never saw an academic here.”


      “Stop this, Kenneth!” a voice cried.


      Frederick hadn’t noticed the other horse’s arrival. Its rider surveyed them from atop it.


      “Father...” Aurora breathed.


      “Ye can put yer weapon away, Kenneth. Ye don’t need to threaten Aurora for her to open her eyes. She already knows how ridiculous it all is when there’s no man oot there who loves her.”


      “There is, actually,” Frederick murmured.


      “And how do ye know that?”


      “Because I know just how much she cherishes her encounter with him. I know that she is willing to throw away absolutely everything for him.” Frederick marveled at how firmly he spoke, at how sure he was, despite being aware of how insensitive he could be to such things. He knew precisely why he was so sure too.


      “What, are ye in love with her now?”


      Frederick knew the answer was a resounding “yes” as he stared down the barrel of Kenneth’s gun. He was in love with Aurora, who was herself wholeheartedly devoted to another. Her devotion was such that she was willing to put her entire fate into that gentleman’s hands and break free from her family’s tragic customs. It was because Frederick was so hopelessly enamored with her that he understood her resolve completely.


      “Mr. Carlton, ye ought to know that Aurora is no ordinary lass,” the village chief said.


      “Father!” she protested loudly, to no avail.


      “She’s a changeling.”


      Frederick stared at Aurora blankly. It wasn’t a word he had expected to hear in their present situation. She looked away, despondent.


      “What exactly...?” he began.


      “Ye understand what it means, no?” her father said.


      “That she is...a fairy? Not human?”


      “I dunno about that. It doesnae make much difference to us here on the island. Many changelings have come afore us, and we carry their blood. Aurora is probably the wean of the McKeels once carried away to the fairy world, but all we know is that the fairies switched her with one of ours at birth.”


      Changelings. That was the tradition that Aurora wished to break. It all tied back to the clan’s magical abilities, their desire to strengthen them, the prophet sleeping in the marshland and his fiancée. That was why she was bound to this island by magic and why, were she to break the spell, she wouldn’t be able to return.


      “Whichever Englishman promised himself to Aurora would probably hesitate if he knew. That’s assumin’ he wasnae lyin’ to her in the first place.”


      Frederick did not doubt it, but he had no interest in the gentleman in question. He took a deep breath in an attempt to calm his confusion.


      “I’m sorry, Frederick.” Aurora looked drained, as if she had resigned herself to her fate. She offered him a weak smile as Kenneth retained his grip on her arm. “Thank you for all your help. I am glad of your kindness.”


      “The boat’s leaving, Professor. Time for ye to go back to England.” Kenneth jerked his chin toward it. He did not lower his gun, suggesting that he wasn’t about to give Frederick a choice in the matter.


      When Frederick glanced around, he saw that there was now a figure standing beside the boat. The man was unfastening the rope and looking this way.


      Would he go back to England? Just like that? He wasn’t even certain why he had come to the island anymore. Wasn’t it to see the smoky-quartz standing stones? No, the stones had been nothing but a clue to lead him to what he truly desired. Something he had wished to experience, to encounter, once again.


      He had the sense that something was on the cusp of changing. He knew that he was blessed for having the life that he did, but he had caught a glimpse of an as-yet unknown kind of happiness in the stones’ seven-colored reflections. The happiness of having another by one’s side, someone to share joy and smiles with. The fairies’ smoky quartz went far beyond the bounds of his research. But she existed here, in the human world. And to abandon her now...


      “Thank you for your words, Aurora. Please take this to remember me by.”


      He had put his hand in his pocket unconsciously. There, his fingers met the many pebbles he had collected. Suddenly, he flung them into the air. They distracted Kenneth. The barrel of his gun shifted, and Frederick moved before he had time to think. He grabbed Aurora’s arm, pulled her away, and broke into a run.


      “What the hell do ye think ye’re doing?!”


      There came a gunshot. Frederick flinched, but he didn’t stop running. It seemed that the bullet had missed them. The very next second, Kenneth was screaming.


      “Get off me, ye wee—”


      Frederick glanced behind him for a split second to see what appeared to be droves of mice attacking the man.


      “Look ahead, Professor, not at me! And run!”


      It was Aurora’s cat. Or perhaps his imagination. Either way, thinking was the last thing on his mind. He raced down the jetty, refusing to let go of Aurora’s hand, and jumped onto the boat.




      The waves gently rocked the vessel as it set off. Frederick collapsed, out of breath. When he looked up, he saw the figure of Mr. McKeel on his horse, gradually getting farther away along with the beach. He had just taken away the man’s precious daughter. Holding that sentiment in his mind, he looked at Aurora. He realized they were still holding hands and let go in a panic.


      “Forgive me!” he stammered. “That was rather forward...”


      She was staring at him, wearing an expression that was both perplexed and troubled.


      “Of course, I intend to carry on assisting you now that I have taken you this far. I didn’t mean anything inappropriate by my actions. Rather, I shall take you to see the gentleman you promised yourself to...”


      “I never promised myself to any man. My feelings were completely unrequited. I didn’t know his name or where he lived, and yet I found myself spinning this tale to my father...”


      “Is that right?” Frederick asked slowly. “Well, in that case, I know a fair few bachelors. Perhaps you might find a fine gentleman among them who is to your liking.” He realized that he was saying utterly the wrong thing. And yet, the words he ought to speak were lodged in his throat so firmly that it agitated him.


      “What about you?”


      The enthusiasm in her tone only served to work him up all the more.


      “You are a bachelor, are you not? And a fine gentleman.”


      “But, Aurora—” he stuttered.


      “Will you marry me?”


      “I beg your pardon?!”


      “Can you not imagine yourself wed to me? Perhaps you cannot envision yourself falling in love with me?”


      “Of course I can!”


      “In that case, I will ask you to do it. Will you?”


      Frederick could not for the life of him work out how it had come to this—that he was presently being proposed to. Perhaps he was dreaming, in which case, he ought to give his reply quickly, before he woke up. His mind flew into a state of confusion, certain that he would regret it for the rest of his life if he did not respond before his awakening.


      While he was desperately searching for the right words in his head, his mouth answered for him with a simple “yes.”


      The next thing he knew, Aurora had thrown her arms around him. Feeling her warmth convinced him that both her presence and the question she had posed to him were real after all.
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      Frederick embraced her in return. He determined then that, should the gentleman for whom she had feelings for ever make himself known, he would resist any kindness and refuse to let him have her. It was not until later that he would learn that he was the man Aurora had been waiting for all along.


      “I’m pleased for you, Aurora,” the sailor said, looking at them and smiling around the pipe in his mouth, “and your friends are too.”


      Frederick looked out over the waters. Several dark splotches were visible between the waves, and they were gathering together.


      Seals.


      Though the winds were calm, the seals had grouped up to push the boat forward, helping it to make steady progress. The sailor seemed to think this was perfectly normal, and he allowed them to keep things moving.


      Aurora released Frederick at last. She leaned out over the side of the boat and waved at the seals. “Thank you, selkies!”


      It seemed this boat service was run by fairies. Frederick was already learning that sometimes, taking the extraordinary in stride was the only option, just as he had done with the revelation that Aurora was a changeling.


      “Aurora!”


      The splashing of the waves almost drowned out the cry completely. A gray cat was riding one of the seals, and the pair was rapidly approaching the boat.


      “You’re not leaving me behind, are you?!” The cat built up momentum, then leaped from the seal into the vessel. It was the one treated to Aurora’s embrace this time.


      “Nico!”


      “Oi, let go! You’ll ruin my fur!”


      “Thank you for what you did, Nico. You must be feeling much better.”


      “I’m still a bit unsteady on my paws, actually!”


      “And you’ll come with us?” Aurora asked.


      “Herrings and Gaelic whiskey have started getting a bit boring. I thought Cambridge might have some more exciting offerings.”


      “Oh, Nico, you are so silly!” Aurora ruffled the cat’s fur incessantly, despite the fact that it seemed to be objecting.


      Just then, the animal met Frederick’s gaze.


      Well done, Professor, it seemed to say.


      Her Father’s Wish


      At the time, Professor Carlton had never realized that allowing his wife to do the proposing rather than doing it himself would end up being a mistake that he carried with him for life. It only struck him as such when those around him began to ask how he had managed to court such a beautiful woman when he had only ever been interested in stones and he found he was hesitant to answer. Indeed, it was unheard of in society for a woman to propose to a man. She would be thought of as improper if seen as so assertive. Generally, if a woman was waiting for a man to propose and he wasn’t doing so, she would distance herself from him without another word.


      Carlton was precisely that hopeless. He had never noticed it when women took a liking to him, and he certainly wouldn’t have noticed were she to disappear one day. It didn’t bother him to be thought of as a coward unable to propose, but he didn’t want people to think of Aurora as a foolhardy woman. And so the matter of their proposal became a secret shared between the two of them.


      Aurora seemed to find sport in the keeping of their secret rather than regarding it as anything shameful. It was all the more reason Carlton didn’t want the memory, one that they both held so dear, tarnished by rigid accusations of impropriety and the like.


      However, becoming a father had changed his perspective. If possible, he wanted his beloved daughter to marry a gentleman who had the courage and good character to propose to her. For as long as he held that desire, it had never occurred to him that the man in question would be—to put it mildly—a natural flirt, and the type to whisper sweet nothings to her without shame.


      “Edgar’s carriage has arrived, father,” Lydia said, peering from the door into his study. She had changed and was ready to see her fiancé.


      Carlton stood up. It was time to welcome the flirt—or rather, their guest—to dinner.


      Lord Ashenbert stood at the entrance to their house with his young servant, and he was dressed as impeccably as ever. Carlton almost felt it a discourtesy to be inviting him into their common home. The earl came by often, but it was different when he had actually been extended an invitation. Nevertheless, he shot Carlton his sophisticated smile, which charmed men and women alike.


      “Thank you so much for your courteous invitation, Professor.”


      “You are most welcome, my lord. I am aware I referred to it as a formal dinner, but it will be a quiet affair with just Lydia and me in attendance. As such, I hope you will make yourself at home.”


      The earl might find that difficult when their home was far smaller than what he was used to, or so Carlton thought. And yet the smile Lord Ashenbert showed him seemed to be so full of delight that it could not have been produced merely for the sake of politeness.


      “This is indeed an evening to celebrate. To think I am here to visit as family at last!”


      Family? Ought I already be thinking of his lordship as my son?


      The pair was like chalk and cheese, to the extent that Lord Ashenbert’s remark confounded the professor for a moment.


      “These are for you, Lydia.” The earl kept his smile as he offered his fiancée the bouquet of pink daisies in his hand.


      “Why, they’re lovely. Thank you, Edgar.”


      “I selected them thinking they would enhance your beauty. The truth is that no flower can hope to hold a candle to your radiance.”


      “Honestly...” Lydia sighed.


      “Are you aware that I fall in love with you anew every time we meet?” he went on.


      “We see each other every day.”


      “Yes, and it is every day that you set my heart apace.” With that, the earl planted a supremely gentlemanly kiss on Lydia’s hand.


      He was such a natural in the art of philandry that Carlton could only suppose it was an innate ability. The professor took a moment to consider the man. He was capable of doing whatever he could to delight a lady without embarrassment on his part. It seemed he had put his wiles to full use to seduce Lydia, who was by all accounts inexperienced in love. As fretful as Carlton had always been whenever the earl was near his daughter, he had always had a vague sense that this might be the ultimate outcome. That was, as long as Lord Ashenbert found it within himself to choose Lydia before every other woman. That would be the proof that he didn’t care about their differing stations or how society perceived their union, and his ardor and bold expressions of love would convince Lydia to say yes.


      Yes, Lord Ashenbert had the courage and character to propose, but he was quite outrageous in other ways. However, now that Carlton was certain that the earl was pursuing his daughter in earnest, he had decided he would make no further comment.


      “Please do come in, my lord,” he said.


      The earl’s servant dipped his head and made to leave.


      “Oh, Raven. Might I have some of your time?” Lydia asked, as if she had just remembered something.


      “What can I do for you?” the expressionless boy asked stiffly, although there was something not quite right about his response.


      “You see, Nico was hoping you might stay a while.”


      The aforementioned fairy cat appeared then. “Hello, Raven. I managed to secure a rare kind of liquor, and I thought we might all share it. Would you like to? It isn’t as if you’ll have anything to do until the earl returns home.”


      “Unfortunately, I must go back to the estate and assist the butler in his duties until the time comes to escort his lordship home.”


      “Would it not be good to relax once in a while, Raven?” Lord Ashenbert suggested. “There is no especially urgent business at present, and I can explain the situation to Tompkins later.”


      The servant stared at his master. It appeared he wasn’t sure whether to be grateful or not for the earl’s lenience. “Is that an order, my lord?”


      Lord Ashenbert chuckled. “No, but it delights me to think that you might have been happy to receive Nico’s invitation.”


      The boy dipped his head, as if he felt undeserving.


      The earl turned back to Carlton with a smile. “Forgive me, Professor, but I wonder whether you might permit my servant to join us?”


      “He is certainly welcome. I believe that the fairies’ banquet is to be held in the attic.”


      Still, the servant ran back to the carriage to say something to the driver. But he returned and willingly climbed the stairs with Nico. Perhaps, therefore, the morose expression on his face should have been read as a sign of cheer.


      “I wonder what this ‘rare liquor’ of his is?” Lydia said.


      “It’s some Gaelic whiskey I received as a souvenir from a colleague. I happened to remember that Nico was quite fond of it,” Carlton replied.


      “You gave it to him, father? You know how troublesome fairies become when they are inebriated.”


      “I do not see the problem. It is a rare treat.” Today was a day for celebration, after all.


      “By the way, Lydia, have you settled on a design for your wedding dress?” the earl asked cheerfully as they took their seats in the dining room.


      Lydia immediately looked put out. “Ah, well, my mother’s wedding veil arrived today. Seeing it made me think I ought to give the dress a bit more consideration.”


      “You will need to decide quickly. Otherwise it will not be ready in time. The rest of the trousseau can be delayed slightly, but the dress itself is essential for the ceremony.”


      Although the couple had only just announced their engagement, it seemed the earl was eager to marry as soon as possible.


      “Or perhaps not. You are beautiful enough to come as you are, just like Venus at her birth.”


      Even Carlton felt as though his cheeks might flare at such provocative phrasing. He gave a loud cough that the earl paid no mind to. “Well, my lord, one does only get to have their wedding once,” he said.


      “Yes, of course. I hear that rejecting a bride’s wishes can become a source of marital conflict later on.”


      Lydia let out a quiet sigh. It seemed the earl’s impatience was only serving to bewilder her further. Carlton realized that perhaps her recent eagerness to hear the tale of his union with her mother was because she was still anxious about her wedding. While he didn’t know how the earl had proposed to her, he suspected that for her to trust in his words alone, she would have had to face the prospect of marrying into nobility, contend with the potential risk from his previous female companions, and overcome a number of other concerns. None of it sounded particularly easy.


      As a father, he wasn’t quite sure what he ought to say to her. It would be difficult to explain precisely what it was that had brought Aurora and him together. When he looked back, his quick decision to take her away from her family and the feelings she had poured into her proposal simply seemed to be as they were for no other reason than they were supposed to be that way. It suggested that the same kind of unknowable connection existed between Lydia and the earl. Perhaps that was why Lord Ashenbert regarded her so tenderly despite her father’s anxieties.


      “Would you show me the veil later?” the earl asked.


      The question seemed to catch Lydia off guard, but she recovered quickly. “Yes. It is a wonderful thing—handmade. I’m sure you will like it.” Her face, too, was glowing with joy.


      More than any words or gifts they might exchange, seeing how the pair looked at each other was enough to know that they belonged together. Therefore, Carlton was satisfied that Lydia’s worries would not last forever and that she would be able to focus solely on the path she would weave with her beloved.


      After all, she was Aurora’s daughter.
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      Afterword


      This is a collection of short stories. There are three of them this time.


      This volume can of course be enjoyed on its own, but the original entry at the end is a slightly different kind of tale that might tie in to how Edgar and Lydia’s story develops from now on. While it is longer than the other two entries, which were both originally published in a magazine, I thought it would ignite the imaginations of those readers who are invested in the continuation of the main story.


      I would like to briefly comment on the entries in turn.




      As the Stork Likes It


      A short time before writing this afterword, the Park of the Oriental White Stork in Hyogo saw the offspring of the stork couple that was released for a rewilding effort leaving the nest. This has nothing to do with Til, but I couldn’t help but be glued to the television. I even went on the park’s homepage to look at the pictures lol. I want to see them flying freely over the fields.


      Anyway, Lydia and Edgar aren’t formally engaged yet at the time of the story. It’s from when he was treating her as his fiancée without regard for her opinion. And so, he used the baby to wrap her around his little finger, but perhaps she enjoyed their time together in the end. As the author, I’d like to hope that one day the Ashenbert family will be blessed with a real baby.




      How to Win Over a Gentleman


      This is a story I wrote to explore what would happen if Lydia became assertive. That said, this is Lydia we’re talking about, so she only comes on to Edgar out of desperation after being forced into a corner.


      This story is also set before their engagement.


      Raven does his best too, even if he does so reluctantly!


      Since it was part of a Victorian feature in the magazine, I sent them out into London too. I hope you were able to get a sense of what the city was like back then, even if just a little.




      Professor and Fairy: The Island at the Edge of the World


      You can probably guess who this story is about from the title. It goes into Professor Carlton’s past. I can never tell if he’s withdrawn and unsociable or if he actually has some guts (lol)! But I enjoyed writing a character like him as the protagonist because, even though I am the author, he kept me guessing. It’s been mentioned in the main story before that he never talks about how his own engagement came about, but now we know what happened. I’ve spread the story to all my readers (sorry, Professor!).


      Lydia probably won’t ever learn the truth. It’s not such a big deal now—in fact it’s probably quite common—but things were different two centuries ago.




      So, did you enjoy this volume? As usual, I have a lot to be grateful for to the illustrator, Asako Takaboshi-sama. I’m looking forward to seeing how she will depict Aurora and the young professor. Thinking back, the Til she drew for the magazine version was absolutely adorable, so I can’t wait to see what she has in store for this collection. I hope you will all be happy with how this volume turns out too. The next one will return to the continuation of the main story with Edgar and Lydia at its center.


      May we meet again someday in a future afterword.


      Mizue Tani, August 2007
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Nlco A fairy that takes on the form of a cat. He
has been Lydia’s friend and partner since her

childhood. In spite of his coarse nature, he is fussy about

his food and attire, and very much acts like a gentleman.

A mysterious boy.

He is Edgar’s servant. He
is skilled with weapons,
and his loyalty to his
master is flawless.

The Earl of Ibrazel. Lydia’s
employer and fiancé.
Though their engagement
is a front, this does not
deter him from teasing
and flirting with her.
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CARLTON

Lydia’s father. His
marriage to her mother
was the result of an
elopement, but he won't
tell anyone the details—
not even his own daughter.

A girl who can see and
talk to fairies. She works
as Edgar’s fairy doctor.
While his constant flirting
bewilders her, perhaps her
heart is beginning to stir...
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