
  
    [image: Fae & Human Relations Boxed Set]
  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Sarah Wallace

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Breeze Spells and Bridegrooms

        

        
          
            Content Warning

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            1. Roger

          

          
            2. Wyn

          

          
            3. Roger

          

          
            4. Wyn

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            5. Roger

          

          
            6. Wyn

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            7. Roger

          

          
            8. Wyn

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            9. Roger

          

          
            10. Wyn

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            11. Roger

          

          
            12. Wyn

          

          
            13. Roger

          

          
            14. Wyn

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            15. Roger

          

          
            16. Wyn

          

          
            17. Roger

          

          
            18. Wyn

          

          
            19. Roger

          

          
            20. Wyn

          

          
            21. Roger

          

          
            22. Wyn

          

          
            23. Roger

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            24. Wyn

          

          
            25. Roger

          

          
            26. Wyn

          

          
            27. Roger

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            28. Wyn

          

          
            29. Roger

          

          
            30. Wyn

          

          
            31. Roger

          

          
            32. Wyn

          

          
            33. Roger

          

          
            34. Wyn

          

          
            35. Roger

          

          
            36. Wyn

          

          
            37. Roger

          

          
            38. Wyn

          

          
            39. Roger

          

          
            40. Wyn

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            41. Roger

          

          
            42. Wyn

          

          
            43. Roger

          

          
            44. Wyn

          

          
            45. Roger

          

          
            46. Wyn

          

          
            47. Roger

          

          
            48. Wyn

          

          
            49. Roger

          

          
            50. Wyn

          

          
            51. Roger

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            52. Wyn

          

          
            53. Roger

          

          
            54. Wyn

          

          
            55. Roger

          

          
            56. Wyn

          

          
            57. Roger

          

          
            58. Wyn

          

          
            59. Roger

          

          
            60. Wyn

          

          
            61. Roger

          

          
            62. Wyn

          

          
            63. Roger

          

          
            64. Wyn

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            65. Roger

          

          
            66. Wyn

          

          
            67. Roger

          

          
            68. Wyn

          

          
            69. Roger

          

          
            70. Wyn

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            71. Wyn

          

          
            72. Roger

          

          
            73. Wyn

          

          
            74. Roger

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            75. Wyn

          

          
            76. Roger

          

          
            77. Wyn

          

          
            78. Roger

          

          
            79. Wyn

          

          
            80. Roger

          

          
            81. Wyn

          

          
            82. Roger

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Note from the Authors

          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

      
        
          Fire Spells Between Friends

        

        
          
            Content Warning

          

          
            1. Emrys

          

          
            2. Torquil

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            3. Emrys

          

          
            4. Torquil

          

          
            5. Emrys

          

          
            6. Torquil

          

          
            7. Emrys

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            8. Torquil

          

          
            9. Emrys

          

          
            10. Torquil

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            11. Emrys

          

          
            12. Torquil

          

          
            13. Emrys

          

          
            14. Torquil

          

          
            15. Emrys

          

          
            16. Torquil

          

          
            17. Emrys

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            18. Torquil

          

          
            19. Emrys

          

          
            20. Torquil

          

          
            21. Emrys

          

          
            22. Torquil

          

          
            23. Emrys

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            24. Torquil

          

          
            25. Emrys

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            26. Torquil

          

          
            27. Emrys

          

          
            28. Torquil

          

          
            29. Emrys

          

          
            30. Torquil

          

          
            31. Emrys

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            32. Torquil

          

          
            33. Emrys

          

          
            34. Torquil

          

          
            35. Emrys

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            36. Torquil

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            37. Emrys

          

          
            38. Torquil

          

          
            39. Emrys

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            40. Torquil

          

          
            41. Emrys

          

          
            42. Torquil

          

          
            43. Emrys

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            44. Torquil

          

          
            45. Emrys

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Note from the Authors

          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

      
        
          Shade Spells with Strangers

        

        
          
            Content Warning

          

          
            1. Silas

          

          
            2. Keelan

          

          
            3. Silas

          

          
            4. Keelan

          

          
            5. Silas

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            6. Keelan

          

          
            7. Silas

          

          
            8. Keelan

          

          
            9. Silas

          

          
            10. Keelan

          

          
            11. Silas

          

          
            12. Keelan

          

          
            13. Silas

          

          
            14. Keelan

          

          
            15. Silas

          

          
            16. Keelan

          

          
            17. Silas

          

          
            18. Keelan

          

          
            From Silas Rook-Worth To Ruth Rook

          

          
            19. Silas

          

          
            20. Keelan

          

          
            21. Silas

          

          
            22. Keelan

          

          
            23. Silas

          

          
            24. Keelan

          

          
            25. Silas

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            26. Keelan

          

          
            27. Silas

          

          
            28. Keelan

          

          
            From Silas Rook-Worth To Albion Rook

          

          
            29. Silas

          

          
            30. Keelan

          

          
            31. Silas

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            32. Keelan

          

          
            33. Silas

          

          
            34. Keelan

          

          
            35. Silas

          

          
            36. Keelan

          

          
            From Silas Rook-Worth To Briony Rook

          

          
            37. Silas

          

          
            38. Keelan

          

          
            39. Silas

          

          
            40. Keelan

          

          
            41. Silas

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            42. Keelan

          

          
            43. Silas

          

          
            44. Keelan

          

          
            45. Silas

          

          
            46. Keelan

          

          
            47. Silas

          

          
            From Silas Rook-Worth To Quince Rook

          

          
            48. Keelan

          

          
            49. Silas

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            50. Keelan

          

          
            51. Silas

          

          
            52. Keelan

          

          
            53. Silas

          

          
            54. Keelan

          

          
            55. Silas

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Note from the Authors

          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

      
        
          Cleaning Spells Before Courtship

        

        
          
            Content Warning

          

          
            1. Sage

          

          
            Torquil’s Tribune

          

          
            2. Conrad

          

          
            3. Sage

          

          
            4. Conrad

          

          
            5. Sage

          

          
            6. Conrad

          

          
            7. Sage

          

          
            8. Conrad

          

          
            9. Sage

          

          
            10. Conrad

          

          
            11. Sage

          

          
            12. Conrad

          

          
            13. Sage

          

          
            14. Conrad

          

          
            15. Sage

          

          
            16. Conrad

          

          
            17. Sage

          

          
            18. Conrad

          

          
            19. Sage

          

          
            20. Conrad

          

          
            21. Sage

          

          
            22. Conrad

          

          
            23. Sage

          

          
            24. Conrad

          

          
            25. Sage

          

          
            26. Conrad

          

          
            27. Sage

          

          
            28. Conrad

          

          
            29. Sage

          

          
            30. Conrad

          

          
            31. Sage

          

          
            32. Conrad

          

          
            33. Sage

          

          
            34. Conrad

          

          
            35. Sage

          

          
            36. Conrad

          

          
            37. Conrad

          

          
            38. Sage

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Note from the Authors

          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Also by Sarah Wallace & S.O. Callahan

      

      
        About Sarah Wallace

      

      
        About S.O. Callahan

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Breeze Spells and Bridegrooms

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      For those who are bold enough to look for magic in unexpected places, we hope you find it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Warning

          

        

      

    

    
      Breeze Spells and Bridegrooms is a cozy historical fantasy set in a queer normative world. As such, we hope our readers will find it a  soft and light read.
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        Greetings fair folk and haphazard humans,

        For those just now returning to London, welcome back.

        Did you miss me?

        The summer months are always horrifically dull for this humble writer. So little gossip to share. So little havoc to wreak. We are excessively relieved to see people return to the city. Whose lives shall be changed this Season? Who will fall in love? Who will flirt with scandal? We are, as ever, eager to find out.

        It would appear that the Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations is preparing to convene soon, a whole month before the Season begins. To what do we owe the pleasure of a group of blustery and generally useless politicians to our fair city?

        Well, the trend of human children receiving low scores on their Hastings Exam has started to reach a crisis point. Low scores have always been a potential result of the magical testing process, but high scores are becoming increasingly rare. As more and more humans with low Hastings scores reach adulthood, we are seeing the strain on society.

        This strain is not caused by those with low scores but rather the way the world treats them. We are seeing more humans rejected for employment opportunities, or reaching the age of majority without a single marriage proposal. As human children are increasingly less likely to receive the desired score, this presents a troublesome insight into our future.

        Will the Council find a solution? This writer considers it unlikely. But who knows? Perhaps a hero will emerge from the midst. It hasn’t happened since King Arthur’s reign but, as they say, nothing is impossible where magic is concerned.

        Your esteemed editor,

        Torquil Pimpernel-Smith
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      Roger Barnes attempted to surreptitiously dab at the beads of sweat gathering on his forehead. The Council’s chambers were notoriously hot, even in the waiting area. Some blamed it on the heated debates between councilmembers, but Roger privately believed it had more to do with the placement of the wing. It really did get the most atrocious amount of sunlight. Convening in late summer did not help. Roger had a brief wistfulness for his family’s country estate, wind gliding over the pond as he read by a tree. He shook his head and reined in his thoughts. Now was not the time for wistfulness.

      He took his notes out of his pocket, reading them for what felt like the hundredth time. The paper was crumpled from so much handling. He didn’t need to read the notes; they were memorized already. But he tended to get flustered when he was nervous, agitated, or generally upset. Quite frankly, flustered was practically Roger’s natural state. He folded the paper, his hands shaking. He put it back in his pocket, decided he ought to have it handy just in case, and pulled it out again. He tapped the paper against his thigh, decided that wasn’t doing the crumpled state any favors, put it back in his pocket, and clenched his hands together.

      He could hardly believe he was doing this again. Was he really foolish enough to approach the Council for a third time? When an aide appeared at the door and beckoned him in, he concluded that, apparently, he was foolish enough to do just that.

      He felt six pairs of eyes follow his progress into the room. He had always believed that an even number of members was an absurd way to assemble a council responsible for big decisions, but no one cared much about his opinions on the subject. In this case, his reasons for approaching were so important that Roger felt overwhelmed by it all. He walked up to the little stand and placed his wrinkled notes down, smoothing out the edges. He looked up and found his father sitting at the end of the table, the lowest-ranking human councilmember, and the only person in the group that did not thoroughly intimidate Roger.

      “Well, Mr. Barnes,” Councilmember Williams said, his gruff voice making Roger feel even smaller, “to what do we owe the pleasure this time?”

      He tried to hide his wince. He glanced at his father, who gave him an encouraging smile. He cleared his throat, “Thank you, sir. I am grateful for the opportunity to approach this august company again.” He could tell his voice sounded monotone as he read out the words, but monotone was preferable to stuttering, so he kept going. “I understand that the Council is working to find a solution to the…Hastings score…situation and I-I would like to offer a suggestion.”

      Councilmember Cricket glanced at Roger’s father. “Yes,” she mused. “I suppose you would have opinions about that.”

      “I hope it is different from your last suggestion,” Councilmember Gibbs sniffed. “Your last one left much to be desired.”

      His last suggestion—to raise the testing age to eighteen—had been squashed in record time. It was a pity. He’d really believed in that one. However, he had been significantly less prepared when he’d approached the Council before. His reasoning behind changing the testing age had not been well argued. Perhaps now that the situation was more dire, the Council would be more willing to hear his solution—particularly when his notes were better organized.

      “To be fair,” Councilmember Applewood put in, “the previous suggestion was not a bad one. But I’m still concerned about keeping families in suspense about inheritance for so long. It would be very taxing, particularly for the children involved.”

      “Not to mention, valuable time would be wasted that could be spent training heirs in what they need to know,” Councilmember Williams added.

      “There is little need to go over the subject again,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle said coolly. “I take it Mr. Barnes has a different solution in mind this time.”

      “Y-yes,” he stammered. “My proposal is to move away from the Hastings Examination rubric altogether.”

      There was, predictably, a small clamor at that, mostly from the human side, although there were a couple of fae members who were chattering too. He thought they seemed approving. Councilmember Applewood was looking at him pensively, a smile playing upon her lips. Roger felt a small bit of hope at that expression.

      Councilmember Wrenwhistle raised her hand to silence the rest. “That is certainly a bold suggestion. I am curious to hear your reasons and what you suggest as an alternative.”

      “Well,” he said. “My reasons are fairly simple, I think. As you know, the success rate for the Hastings Exams are extremely low. Some families see children with no passing rates at all, even from powerful bloodlines. My belief is that the exam is too narrow in its observations to be properly conclusive. My proposal…” he shifted his notes so the second page was on top, “is to have a more nuanced approach to testing. We only test human children on one spell. If we were to broaden the scope of the examination, we could test multiple strengths at once. I do not have a new model fully drafted yet, but I believe testing for…er…spell force, as we currently do, but also control, attention to detail, and…creativity, would be beneficial.”

      Councilmember Williams scoffed. “Creativity? What, are we going to have students offer up poems to their examiners?”

      “N-no, sir. But it would be good to see students apply principles of basic theory to multiple spells. Sort of a theoretical examination on top of a practical one.”

      “Roger,” his father said, his tone mild, “what do you propose for the fae examinations? I agree that the Hastings Exam may be out of date, but it is the most standard form of testing we have and has the benefit of being the most closely aligned to the fae test, the Sciurus Exam. Both rubrics must be comparable.”

      “I admit, sir, that I do not have sufficient expertise on fae magic,” Roger said. “I would cede to the Council on that part, although I do agree that it is an important part of the issue.”

      “It hardly matters what the testing rubrics are,” Councilmember Cricket sneered. “We do not treat our children like outcasts when they don’t do well. I think that is the most critical issue at hand.”

      His father looked like he wanted to agree but Gibbs was quick to say that the fae had issues of their own, thank you very much. Then Cricket argued that whatever issues the fae had, they at least protected their own, which could not be said for humankind.

      Roger felt himself wilt a little. This was more or less what happened the first time. He had made a proposal that started a debate, then he had been unceremoniously sent out. It wasn’t quite as bad as the second time, when he suggested the testing age be altered. That time he had practically been laughed out of the room. He supposed if he had to choose, watching the Council descend into its usual chaos was somewhat preferable.

      Wrenwhistle raised her hand again. The arguing died down, primarily because the fae were pointedly respectful to their Head of Council and the humans couldn’t very well argue against silence. When the bickering stopped, she was silent for a long moment before saying, “Your proposal has merit, Mr. Barnes.” Roger felt hope kindle in his chest. “But,” she went on, quickly extinguishing that brief feeling, “a vague idea is not sufficient. We will give you a fortnight to come up with a detailed proposal, a workable testing rubric. I agree that a comparable model for testing fae magic is necessary, although I appreciate your restraint in overstepping beyond your expertise.” Roger thought this was said with some sarcasm but he tried to pretend it wasn’t. “So for now we will give you an opportunity to present to us a real solution. Something we can act upon. If your rubric is accepted, we will assign a fae to work with you on a comparable rubric for fae magic. Are we in agreement, Councilmember Williams?”

      Williams gave Roger a long look. Finally, he nodded. “I believe that will suffice.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Barnes.”

      Roger knew a dismissal when he heard one and wasted no time in leaving. Once outside the room, he allowed himself to process his warring emotions. On one hand, they actually listened to him and hadn’t laughed at him outright! That was certainly progress. On the other hand…he had not figured on developing the testing rubric himself. He had ideas, but with his Hastings score, he didn’t have much hope that those ideas would be taken seriously. However, his mind was already starting to churn. He strode down the hall, lost in thought.
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      At one point in time, Wyn supposed, the grandeur of the Parliament buildings along the Thames had been quite impressive. Countless spires stretched from the rooftops, tall enough to pierce the dreary, unwelcoming clouds that often collected overhead. Inside, the ogive arches helped to draw attention to the stained-glass windows and intricate stonework on the walls and high ceilings. It was easy to let your jaw go slack at such a spectacle if you were not accustomed to it.

      Wyn had been visiting his grandmother in the Council’s chambers his entire life, effectively numbing him to the beauty of the architecture. Even the meticulously manicured grounds that surrounded him on his brisk walk along the cobbled path had long since faded into familiarity.

      He followed his older brother Emrys up the steps, who touched his fingers to the brim of his hat as he greeted the doorkeepers by name.

      “Ugh,” Emrys moaned as they passed through the vestibule, quick to voice what both men were thinking. “Could it possibly be any hotter?” Even the echoing of their footsteps in the long hallway seemed muffled by the stifling air inside the building.

      Wyn struggled to ignore the way the damp fabric of his cravat was sticking to his neck. His discomfort wasn’t enough to make him regret wearing his thick, wavy hair long enough to reach his shoulders, though. It was a decision he’d made just recently, opting to let it grow out of the more fashionable cut that most men were wearing. His mother could protest many of his decisions, but this would not be one of them.

      He took a deep breath and let it out in an impatient sigh.

      “I just hope Grandmother makes this quick,” he muttered, still trailing behind Emrys toward the chambers. There was an invitation to the first event of the Season with his name on it sitting atop his dressing table. He would wear something far less stuffy than his high boots and heavy coat. With any luck, the evening would dissolve into a more private situation that required no clothing at all.

      “When has she ever been known to do that?” Emrys asked with a faint chuckle. “Although, maybe if I show her the way my new clothes are being ruined with sweat stains, she’ll take pity and grant us leave.”

      As they approached the final corner in the maze of window-lit hallways, someone called Emrys’ name. Both men turned to look over their shoulders and discovered the familiar smile of Keelan Cricket, one of Emrys’ closest friends and the son of another councilmember.

      “Go ahead, I’ll catch up with you in a moment.” Emrys left no room for argument as he pivoted and took off in the direction they’d just come. Wyn rolled his eyes, knowing that was the exact opposite of the truth, and turned the corner—directly into someone else.

      “Watch it,” Wyn hissed, taking a steadying step backward, trying his best to maintain appearances in case his brother or anyone else had seen. Upon realizing who had run into him, his annoyance flared. Of course it would be Barnes getting in his way.

      “Apologies,” the shorter man mumbled, his hands doing a ridiculous little dance, as though he couldn’t decide between reaching for the scraps of paper he’d dropped on the floor or fixing his spectacles that had fallen askew after crashing into Wyn’s chest.

      Wyn crossed his arms and watched as Roger bent to pick up the papers from where they had fluttered to their feet. His mouth curled into a faint smirk.

      “Had to draw yourself a map to find the exit, did you?”

      Roger righted himself with a puff of an exhale and quickly folded his papers away into a pocket, fixing his spectacles with an indignant glare. Wyn’s gaze slid down to the man’s shoes and back up again. Barnes had never known how to dress for his plump figure, nor find a suitable color palette to match the light brown of his skin. Such a pity.

      “I’ve been here just as many times as you, Wyndham,” Roger said. Wyn bristled instantly at the casual use of his name. “I know my way around⁠—”

      “You will call me Mr. Wrenwhistle,” Wyn ground out with a slow emphasis on each word, his jaw tight. The man was a year older than he was, but the fact remained that he wouldn’t tolerate the disrespect of being addressed by his first name in public, especially by the likes of Roger Barnes. They might’ve known each other since they were children, but that did not make them friends.

      He felt it then, the familiar tingling, and Wyn knew his magic was seconds away from begging to be set free. It was an issue he’d dealt with for as long as he could remember. Returning to London was most stressful for a fae who struggled with being surrounded by disorder. For Wyn, his melancholy was exacerbated by the stress, resulting in his magic demanding to be felt as his emotions flared.

      Wyn drew in a deep, silent breath and held it, eyes sliding shut. He focused on what he could feel. The growing ache in his chest from holding the sweltering air in his lungs. The perspiration clinging in some unmentionable places. The cool, smooth metal of the rings on his fingers. He exhaled as these thoughts filtered through his mind, quelling the surge of emotion that had dared to unwind him right there in the hall.

      “Are you…feeling quite the thing?”

      The sound of Roger’s voice, laced with just enough concern to sound sarcastic, washed away every speck of control Wyn had just regained.

      “Do get out of my way,” he said brusquely, stepping around Roger and continuing down the corridor.

      The heels of Wyn’s boots clacked harder than necessary all the way to the final door that separated him from the Council’s chambers. He slammed through it with a flourish, coat whipping about his hips as he went. Without needing to read the nameplates hanging outside the offices, Wyn approached his grandmother’s and let himself in.

      Iris Wrenwhistle lifted her gaze from the papers on her desk, a pleasant look of surprise on her face despite the fact that she’d been the one to request his presence. This was the way she always regarded her grandchildren. She treated every interaction with them like a small gift.

      “There you are, darling,” she said with a warmth that helped wash away the last of Wyn’s twist of frustration. “Where is your brother?”

      “Chatting up a friend,” he replied. The chair by the window had always been his favorite. He plunked into it like a sullen teenager and crossed his arms over his chest, eyes cast to the floor.

      “Ah, yes. It’s good to be back in London with everyone, is it not? A little early, but we’ve got important work to do.”

      I hate it here, he wanted to tell her. I hate it more than anything.

      Wyn wanted to be back in the country where he could enjoy the fresh air and sunshine and nights under the stars without the constant bustling and noise of high society. Somewhere he was not continually reminded that, despite his magical aptitude, he was inferior in the eyes of others thanks to the score he’d been given when he was just a child.

      “It’s good to be back,” he agreed, though the lie burned hot on his tongue.
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      Roger made it back to his rooms in one piece, although it seemed rather a near thing. The collision with Wyndham Wrenwhistle unsettled him, and he had already been unsettled enough as it was. “Mr. Wrenwhistle,” he whispered under his breath. He was almost relieved he could expend his energy on an emotion other than anxiety or the dread of letting people down. Irritation with Wyndham and his particularly aggravating flavor of contempt won out in the forefront of his mind. He slammed his notes down on his desk and tried to ignore the way a pile of papers toppled to the floor. It didn’t matter anyway.

      He collapsed into a chair and let out a long breath. At least he hadn’t made a complete cake of himself that morning. At least the Council had heard him. At least—well, he tried not to think of the last thing on his mind: the prospect that generations of humans were depending on him. He took off his spectacles and rubbed the bridge of his nose. The prejudice against those who had scored low on the Hastings Exam was not a new phenomenon, but it had steadily grown into a normal social attitude. He had been one of the lucky ones.

      Many humans, once they reached the age of thirty and came into their majority, had been kicked out of their homes, deemed burdens by their own families. The poverty rate was steadily increasing as more and more low-scoring humans were left with few choices for their futures.

      Roger’s scores had not been high, but his parents continued to support him, even though he had no career and no marriage prospects. He was grateful for that—of course he was—but he never liked how often people reminded him how grateful he ought to be. As if treating a child like a person rather than a tool was so very laudable. It was good, it was kind, it was decent, he knew this. But it also shouldn’t have been considered rare. And parents like his were becoming more and more rare. As such, he was determined to help others who were less fortunate than he, and hopefully resolve the situation before it became even more of a crisis.

      His manservant Notley—an impressive combination of valet, cook, and butler—knocked on the door and brought in a note as well as the one society paper Roger bothered to subscribe to.

      “A reply is expected, sir,” he said, handing over the note first.

      The note was from his mother. He heaved a sigh and opened it: a reminder that she had accepted an invitation to a dinner party on his behalf for that evening. He would have vastly preferred to stay at home and get started on his project—his new Council-assigned project—but he knew better than to go against his mother’s social plans. His father would likely want to talk to him about the proposal anyway.

      “Be so good as to inform her that I will be there,” he directed.

      Notley nodded and left the room.

      The society paper, Torquil’s Tribune, was mostly a small rant about the ongoing Hastings score issue. It wasn’t terribly surprising; Pimpernel-Smith was well known to be progressively minded. Though they were careful to avoid siding with fae or humans on any topic, it made sense that they would take up the cause of those facing prejudice in this case. Roger imagined briefly that he might be the potential hero in the situation. The thought made him feel warm. He attempted to squash it. He stared at the paper for a long time. Perhaps it would help to have the public on his side? The Council wouldn’t care if he shared the news; after all, if he failed, he was the one who would look like an idiot. That thought gave him pause. He hated looking like an idiot. It seemed to happen all too often.

      He thought of Wyndham Wrenwhistle again. How he’d love to wipe that smug expression off the fae’s insufferable face. All right, he reasoned, it was a beautiful face, what with his aristocratic nose, his flawless fair complexion, those fae green eyes...He’d love to wipe that expression off the fae’s impossibly beautiful, annoyingly smug face. He nodded. There, that was a fair assessment. With that in mind, he went to his desk and wrote out a letter to Torquil Pimpernel-Smith. Before he could talk himself out of it, he rang for Notley, had the note sent out, and requested an outfit be picked out for dinner. Then he sat down at his desk and began writing down ideas.

      The afternoon went by in a blur. Before he knew it, Notley was knocking on his door to tell him it was time to get ready. He was dressed in his best suit—which was, unfortunately, in last Season’s style. He tried his utmost not to need his parents’ money too much. They were generous, but he knew himself to be a burden, and he didn’t like to push that generosity too far.

      When he finally arrived at the St. Clairs' party, he sought out his parents immediately. His mother tutted and gave his cravat a tweak.

      “I do wish you’d let us take you shopping, dear,” she chided.

      “Good evening, Mother.”

      She smiled and kissed his cheek. “Your father says you did very well today at the Council.”

      “I think Iris was impressed,” his father chuckled. “It’s very hard to impress that woman.”

      “She could have fooled me,” Roger muttered.

      His mother fussed at his cravat a bit more and then shooed him off.

      He wandered the room until he found his best friend in the crowd: Anthea St. Clair. She smiled when she saw him approaching and then kissed his cheek.

      “If I’d known you were coming, I’d have worn my green dress.”

      “Don’t be daft,” he said. “You look perfectly fetching and you know it.”

      She laughed.

      “Anyone of note tonight?”

      “The Prince of Petulant Beauty is in attendance.”

      He frowned in confusion. She indicated with her head to the center of the room. He looked at where she had discreetly pointed and groaned. Wyndham was there, because of course he was. And he looked outrageously beautiful in an embroidered satin waistcoat in robin’s egg blue, because of course he did. His light brown hair was combed back to show his pointed ears and the colorful waistcoat brought out the green in his eyes. He always looked infuriatingly perfect. Roger had always found the gentleman attractive, even if that attraction was merely of the aesthetic variety. He tried to look away but couldn’t bring himself to ignore the way Wyndham’s cravat made his jaw look particularly sharp, or the way his smile was half-mocking, half as if he was keeping some sort of secret.

      Then Wyndham turned and met his gaze. He cocked an eyebrow and Roger, blushing, looked away hastily.

      “It would be so convenient,” Anthea sighed, “if these fae looked less hauntingly beautiful. I could hate them all so much more.”

      While he agreed with her, he knew it wasn’t wise to voice such opinions, even to a friend like Anthea. “To be fair,” he said, “they have their virtues, like anybody.”

      “Yes,” she said, “and they’re actually correct about the whole Hastings scores situation. Perish the thought.”

      “You know sometimes you sound like Torquil’s Tribune.”

      “Sometimes Torquil is the smartest person in town.”

      Roger nodded his agreement and then looked around the room. “Quite a crush for this time of year, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, Mama was quite pleased with herself for getting so many acceptances to her invitation. I suppose it helps that she invited half the Council. I told her two dozen was a rather obscene amount for a dinner party and that ten is a far more respectable number, but she would have none of it.”

      Two dozen meant he was unlikely to be paired up with Anthea for dinner. He thought longingly of his quiet rooms, his messy desk, and all of the work he had to do.

      He was snapped out of his thoughts when people began trickling into the dining room. Anthea was collected by Lady Fitzhugh. Roger waited impatiently for his own escort. His parents strolled past him and he looked to see who else was left. To his horror, Wyndham strode up to him.

      The fae’s expression was one of absolute disgust as he held out an arm. “I can only assume I have angered our hostess tonight. Be so good as to not make this any more painful than it has to be.”

      Roger took the offered arm. “And how do you propose I do that?”

      “Preferably, keep your mouth shut.”

      Roger braved a glance at his companion. “Are you always such a scintillating dinner partner?”

      Wyndham helped him into his seat and then leaned over to murmur in his ear, “Think I’m scintillating, do you?”

      Roger couldn’t help the blush that crept over his cheeks. He quickly distracted himself by unfolding his serviette. “Decidedly not.”

      Wyndham’s smile was mocking as he sat next to him. “So you always stare at people with your mouth open? You must be invited to all the best parties.”

      Roger glared at him. “My mouth was not open. And besides—” He broke off as he didn’t know what he had planned to say.

      Wyndham’s smile widened. “Besides?”

      “Besides, I was looking at your waistcoat, and not you at all. What sort of person gets their clothing made in that particular shade of blue?”

      “One with taste,” Wyndham replied, taking a sip of his wine. Roger tried not to notice the other man’s lips on the glass. They were so well-shaped. It was a pity they so rarely said anything worth hearing. As if to prove Roger’s thoughts, Wyndham went on, “and I am hardly interested in your opinions on fashion, Barnes.” He looked Roger slowly up and down, and the corner of his lip curled slightly. “Just how old is that suit?”

      “Some of us,” Roger said, trying to calm his temper, “understand the value of frugality.”

      “I suppose you’d have to with prospects like yours. Remind me again of your Hastings score?”

      Roger’s hand shook as he reached for his own glass of wine. Much to his annoyance, he could think of nothing to say in reply.
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      There were not enough fermented grapes in all of London to make for a pleasant evening dealing with Roger Barnes. Wyn knew because he had lost count of how many glasses he’d consumed before they’d even reached the meat and vegetables course. By the time the meal was over, Wyn had accepted his fate of being completely useless come morning. He had a sneaking suspicion that his evening would wrap up quite the same if he continued on the way he had been. He decided to make the most of it while he still could.

      “Dance with me, sister,” he purred, extending a hand to Aveline as the excessively large party made its way into the great hall for the second half of the festivities. This would be more tolerable than sitting around forcing conversation with nowhere to escape.

      “Why, of course,” Aveline smiled, accepting her brother’s invitation as they took the floor. Both of them were eligible, but she was the only one who had ever truly been interested in looking for a partner that lasted for more than one night. The least he could do was show her off and support her romantic endeavors.

      “I couldn’t help but notice your grimace throughout dinner,” she said with a shimmer of delight in her voice. Wyn suppressed a groan as they performed the steps of the dance with ease, as simple as breathing. The music was bright and elegant, filling the room with energy all the way to the ceiling. He pointedly ignored the weight of everyone’s eyes on them.

      “I’ll be sending Mrs. St. Clair a token of my appreciation in the morning for her deliberate assistance in my misery,” he assured her.

      “Some wine, perhaps? It appeared as though there was a leak in your glass. Certainly you’d do well to replace a small portion of the reserves you’ve drained this evening.”

      Wyn laughed dryly. “I was thinking more along the lines of something hot and fresh in a bag from yours truly.” Aveline’s delicate brows pinched, and then an expression of horror crossed her face as Wyn gave her a wink and let her go, strolling toward one of many sets of double doors along the far wall that had mercifully been thrown open to allow for a breeze.

      As much as he enjoyed the banter he and his sister always shared, running into Barnes twice in the span of a few days had well and truly done him in. He needed some air. The man was exhaustingly boring, always falling back to his same old spiel about the welfare of the poor talentless humans that nobody wanted to hire or marry. What did Wyn care about either of those things? His family was one of the wealthiest and most formidable in all of London and had generations of magically powerful children to prove it, himself included.

      He paused with his hands on the railing of the low balcony. Throughout their schooling, Barnes had an answer to every question, eager to share what he’d absorbed from whichever book his nose had been stuck in. When it came to application, however, his magic was average at best. His nervousness in front of the other children left him clumsy and forgetful, making him far too easy to mock and ridicule.

      Much to his chagrin, Wyn realized that he and Roger Barnes had ended up in a very similar place in life. Neither of them had scored well enough to inherit. Both of them remained bachelors, though he did not know if Barnes remained so by choice. The difference was that Barnes had yet to accept his fate.

      Wyn let out a huff and made for the stairs. It took only one lap around the gardens to find what he’d been searching for.

      After a deep breath, the tingling of his magic stretched from his core to the tips of his fingers and the soles of his feet. The curtain of soft lavender wisteria hanging from the pergola overhead swayed and stretched on a gentle breeze, thickening and growing to cover the open sides and enclosing Wyn in his own private sanctuary. It was the first time all evening he was able to relax.

      At the snap of his fingers, a collection of fairy lights burst to life, casting a  soft glow across the space. It was just enough for Wyn to find the garden pillows piled decoratively in one corner. After pulling off his boots and removing his stockings, he ran a hand through his hair and reclined on his makeshift pillow bed with his toes in the lush grass and waited.

      When a hand swiped roughly through the hanging vines, Wyn gazed up at his visitor with a mild grin. Sage Ravenwing was rather pettish, and Wyn was prepared for his whingeing before it began.

      “Show me to the tasteless fool who puts seven pergolas in their back garden,” the man complained as he forced his way through the purple petals. “You might’ve been more clear in your note on which one you meant to use.”

      “You found me regardless,” Wyn mused. “And the paper was very small. How did you expect me to fit directions on a scrap such as that?” He watched as Sage removed his shoes and set them aside before he sank to his knees between Wyn’s and leaned over him to press their mouths together.

      By the time they broke apart, several articles of clothing had been untied, unbuttoned, unwrapped. Wyn let his head fall back against the pillows with a soft moan as a trail of kisses were pressed down his freshly exposed neck and chest.

      He’d missed this. Not necessarily with Sage, although he usually enjoyed the man’s company, and he was a competent enough lover. But he’d missed the spontaneity and excitement of a late night fling. It always brought a delicious, honey-sweet surge to his magic that was difficult to find elsewhere, and was depressingly impossible to recreate solo, though he’d spent years trying valiantly to prove otherwise.

      When Sage’s hands started to wander beneath Wyn’s clothes, the fairy lights dancing lazily above them began to glow brighter, flickering with the steady uptick in Wyn’s pulse.

      “Those damned lights are so distracting,” Sage muttered as he kissed beneath Wyn’s ear, one forearm supporting his weight while the other hand disappeared into the front of Wyn’s trousers.

      “You’re just jealous you can’t call them as I can,” Wyn whispered back. He removed his hands from where they were tangled into Sage’s silky black hair and snapped with both this time. The air around them lit up like a cloudless night, with twinkling stars speckled as if they’d been placed by an artist. And hadn’t they?

      “Showoff.” Sage kissed him deeply then, and just as Wyn was starting to lose himself to the pleasure, there was a rustling from beyond the temporary walls of their sanctuary, and in tumbled Wyn’s hapless dinner partner.

      Roger looked around at the small space in a panic, his eyes wide behind the rims of his spectacles. He panted as though he’d sprinted from wherever he’d come from.

      “Do you mind?” Wyn asked flatly, some of the fairy lights blinking out or drifting away as his magic settled a bit. When Roger finally looked at him, a new wave of emotion crossed his features, and even in the low light Wyn could see the way he flushed. There went his jaw falling slack again, just as it had earlier when Wyn had caught him staring from across the room.

      “I-I…I thought there was a fire of some sort,” Roger managed.

      “You’ve well extinguished that,” Wyn replied, glowering now at the fact that Barnes was still standing there. When Sage finally removed his hand from Wyn’s trousers, there was a squeak from their intruder and he left without another word.

      Wyn sighed heavily and collapsed back against the pillows, a hand coming up to press several fingertips to his forehead. There was the headache he’d been expecting. When Sage went in for another kiss on his neck, Wyn slapped him away halfheartedly with the back of his hand. Sage made a sulky sound and gave one last feeble attempt to rekindle what they’d had going. Wyn scoffed and shoved him aside. Maybe he hadn’t missed this as much as he’d thought.
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        Greetings faint folk and hopeful humans,

        The Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations (which should really consider changing their name, if only for my sake—ink isn’t cheap!) is apparently entertaining a proposed solution for the Hastings score issue. A source close to the Council has reported that the proposal involves a complete change in the examination rubric, which would likely be a welcome solution to many. We cannot pretend high hopes for its success, but we are glad someone is thinking creatively. And we’re not a bit surprised that the someone in question is not on the Council.

        With the Council back in London, events are beginning to trickle in, with the first event last night at the St. Clairs' residence. This is a gossip column after all, and our refined readers come here for all the latest news, so:

        According to sources, the event was a success with over two dozen guests. Personally, we’d attribute that more to Mrs. St. Clair's savvy timing and less about her hostessing skills, but we’ll see if this social success was a flash in the pan or if Mrs. St. Clair is on the verge of a rise in popularity.

        Miss Anthea St. Clair reportedly looked fetching in a rose hued gown. Those of us who have seen Miss St. Clair are not surprised to learn that she was one of the most beautiful people at the event. She was seated next to Lady Fitzhugh and rumors are already circulating about how well the two ladies seemed to get on. Could this be the spark of romance?

        Sparks did not fly, however, on the opposite end of the table. Mr. Wyndham Wrenwhistle, arguably the most attractive and irrefutably the least endearing of the Wrenwhistle siblings, was seated next to Mr. Roger Barnes, a gentleman who can best be described as aggressively average. One might suppose they’d be a match made in heaven, particularly with mutual ties to the Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations. However, sources say that the gentlemen spoke briefly before the fish course and then did not exchange words the rest of the meal. We’re sure many would like to lodge a complaint for the insufferable lack of drama.

        Mr. Sage Ravenwing was notably absent for the later half of the evening, although where he disappeared to and, more importantly, who he disappeared with has yet to be discovered.

        This writer wishes there was more exciting information to impart but, alas, the first social event was not particularly thrilling.

        Your esteemed editor,

        Torquil Pimpernel-Smith
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      Roger had a headache. At least, that was the best term he could think of for the painful memory of crashing into the glowing flowers to find Wyndham Wrenwhistle half naked and hair mussed. Someone was kneeling between his legs and Roger found it embarrassing that he had paid so little attention as to not even know who the person was. He hadn’t been able to take his eyes off Wyndham. And then he couldn’t take his mind off the incident as he attempted to work on his proposal.

      Roger gave up and rang for tea, even though he had barely been working for an hour. Halfway through the teapot, the latest Torquil column was delivered. Roger winced at the description of himself as “aggressively average” although he supposed there were worse descriptions. He didn’t quite know what to make of the comment that he and Wyndham should be “a match made in heaven.” He was mildly amused to have Pimpernel-Smith fill in the blank as to who had been between Wyndham’s legs. Roger half-considered telling the writer just that, but then dismissed the idea. After all, Wyndham would know who had leaked that little detail.

      He reread over the paragraph that mentioned his proposal, pleased that his prediction was correct and that Pimpernel-Smith was more or less on his side in the matter. Although the lack of optimism was hardly encouraging. He sighed, drained his teacup, and got back to work.

      Roger worked all through lunch and was prepared to work until dinner when another note from his mother was delivered, inviting him to come to tea as soon as he received the note. He glanced at the gossip column, the likely culprit behind the summons.

      The Barneses resided in Mayfair, as most respectable people did. Their house was not on one of the most fashionable streets, but it was close enough to evade censure. The butler took his hat and coat and led him into the sitting room, where Roger froze on the threshold.

      His mother had invited the Wrenwhistles to tea as well. Mrs. Wrenwhistle was sitting next to Roger's mother with a carefully polite expression. Aveline was sitting in the second best seat, cheerfully accepting a slice of cake. And there was Wyndham, sitting on a sofa that was conspicuously half-empty. Wyndham’s eyes narrowed. Roger wished he hadn’t left his rooms.

      Roger’s mother sprang forward and ushered him over to the sofa. “We were just talking about your proposal to the Council, dear.”

      “Yes, your mother says that you have a solution to save all those poor humans,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle said in a somewhat affected tone, suggesting she wasn’t all that interested but wanted to sound invested.

      Roger took the offered cup of tea from his mother and glanced at Wyndham, who was pointedly examining his own fingernails. “Well,” he said, returning his attention to Mrs. Wrenwhistle, “I’m afraid it isn’t fully…um, that is...the Council wants a detailed plan, but I only have a vague notion in my head. So I expect to be very busy preparing everything.”

      “It is good to see young people with a passion for such things,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle murmured, her eyes flicking to her son. “I understand this is a topic of particular interest to you.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Seeing that you received a low score, yourself.”

      He felt his face flush but he nodded.

      She smiled at his mother. “It does bring me a sense of peace to know that there are some human parents who take proper care of their children.”

      Her expression suggested she expected him to reply. “Yes,” he agreed hastily. “I was certainly most fortunate.”

      Mrs. Wrenwhistle smiled beneficently at him and then returned to conversation with Aveline and Roger’s mother, leaving Roger alone to entertain Wyndham.

      To his surprise, his companion spoke first, his voice low. “I think ‘aggressively average’ might be my new favorite description of you.”

      “Better that than ‘least endearing.’”

      “Speak for yourself. I have no interest in endearing myself to fae-humans like Pimpernel-Smith.”

      “Oh, you’re a snob. How shocking. I daresay you’d rather endear yourself to people like Mr. Ravenwing.”

      Wyndham’s lip curled. “Funny. I hadn’t thought you’d even noticed him.”

      “I couldn’t help but notice him.”

      He sighed. “My word, you’re even a boring liar. I do not know what I have done to keep being punished by your presence, but I find your silence somewhat more compelling than your chatter. So why don’t we trudge through this social obligation in dignified quiet?”

      Roger did not point out that Wyndham had been the one to start the conversation. He drank his tea and watched the clock drag its way through the visit. Finally, the guests left.

      His mother turned to him and smiled. “I’ve always liked Aveline Wrenwhistle. If you were more attracted to feminine beauty, I’d suggest a match.”

      He gave his mother a weary look. “May I ask what makes you think her brother would be a better match?”

      “Well,” she said, dragging out the word, “you two were the subject of gossip this morning. I was curious to see you together. His mother was inclined to agree.”

      “You spoke to his mother about it?”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “You do realize that humans and fae are not encouraged to marry each other? Their children are always outcasts. Think of Pimpernel-Smith. Their mother was disinherited and Pimpernel-Smith was barred from practically every institution. Even the university we went to, which included fae and human students, reportedly rejected them.”

      She tutted. “Don’t be so old-fashioned, darling. The Pimpernel-Smith scandal was simply ages ago. Sometimes society changes for the better over time. Besides, your father works with Iris Wrenwhistle. It isn’t at all objectionable for our families to be better acquainted.”

      “I think Wy—I think Mr. Wrenwhistle would disagree. He detests me, Mother.”

      “Silly boy. Who could possibly detest you?” She stood and kissed the top of his head. “Although I would like to give that young writer a piece of my mind. I didn’t like the way they spoke about you.”

      “I’ve heard worse. I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      She tilted his face up and frowned at him. “I cannot understand why you remain unmarried, Roger. You are intelligent, kind, you have a beautiful face and a beautiful soul.” She ran a hand through his hair affectionately.

      “I…do not think most of society would agree with that assessment,” he said carefully.

      He thought back to the day of his own Hasting’s Exam. He had been twelve, of course, and the school had deemed it more convenient to conduct one Hastings Exam and one Sciurus Exam each year, rather than at every child’s birthday. The fae students in his class had been enjoying what essentially resulted in a free period with most of their human classmates getting tested. Roger had been distracted by Wyndham as he entertained his fae friends at the back of the classroom by making a bundle of torn up paper swirl in a funnel over their heads. Even at eleven, Wyndham had been a distracting creature, all sharp angles, witty remarks, and an easy confidence in his own abilities—so unlike Roger in every possible way. Roger had been staring, as fascinated by the boy as he was by the show of magic, when his name was called. He had jolted in his seat and scurried after the examiner into the testing room. He remembered how much he fiddled with his spectacles. He remembered stuttering over the incantation and the way the pencil slipped in his sweaty palms. But, most of all, he remembered the utter devastation he felt when he received his score. It had been as though the floor had dropped out from beneath him. And it had gotten worse as each of his friends reported their own scores throughout the day.

      As young as he was, Roger had known what lay ahead. He knew he had one of the lowest scores in his age group. He knew that he was essentially cut off from any of his dream jobs—councilmember, professor, examiner, researcher—with a score so low. Unless he grew up to be a great beauty or a great wit, his chances for marriage were similarly hopeless. He remembered how much he had cried in his room afterwards. And he remembered how his parents had comforted him when they learned about it. They had assured him that everything would turn out all right. But then, they had always seen the best in him.

      Even now, his mother was looking at him with a tender expression that suggested she didn’t see his point. He added, “My Hastings score was quite…embarrassing. No one would want their child to marry a⁠—”

      “Your qualities amount to a great deal more than your magical abilities,” she chided. She gave him a long look. “I think I’ve given you more than enough time to find someone on your own. This Season, I will be handling your social calendar.”

      Roger felt dread coat his stomach. “Oh, dear. Must you?”

      “Yes,” she said crisply. “And I intend to see you married before the end of the Season.” Her expression turned sympathetic. “I want to see you safely settled, dear. I won’t deny I’m worried about you.”

      He sighed a little and gave up that particular battle for lost. He had always been susceptible to sympathy and his mother wielded it very well.
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      “I suppose we can all be glad that Pimpernel-Smith's column made no mention of how much—or little—clothing you’d managed to keep on by the end of the evening this time,” Emrys chided, sending a glance in Wyn’s direction from the sofa. He reclined in the large family sitting room, which had been done up in the latest fashion a scant few days before they’d arrived. The stench of wallpaper adhesive had been strong enough to make Wyn’s eyes water. “There’s nothing more disconcerting than learning through a public gossip paper who your youngest sibling has been tumbling with.”

      “You know as well as I do that Torquil’s column is rubbish,” Wyn argued, casually glazing over the fact that his treat of the evening had, in fact, been mentioned by name in the Tribune once again. In his defense, they hadn’t done much of anything.

      “I quite enjoy it,” Aveline said with a grin, her eyes never lifting from the pages of her book. “Torquil has a way of making me laugh, even when something isn’t particularly funny.”

      Wyn snorted and uncrossed his legs to cross them again in the opposite direction, one knee bent neatly over the other. “It’s easy to laugh when you’re not constantly the topic of conversation.”

      “Something else you and Roger Barnes have in common, dear brother,” Aveline cooed. “‘A match made in heaven.’ Now that one had me rolling!”

      Wyn sneered at her even though she wasn’t looking in his direction.

      “Mother would do well to reassess her plans if she thinks I’ll be roped into any more parties or social gatherings where he is in attendance. We’ve been here less than a week and I’ve already had my fill.”

      The footman passing through the doorway drew their attention. It was rather late in the day for visitors. “Mrs. Iris Wrenwhistle,” he announced, stepping aside to allow her into the room.

      “Good evening, my darlings,” she greeted warmly, before wasting no time in sharing her intentions. “If I might have a word with Wyndham alone?”

      Aveline and Emrys kissed her cheek on their way out. Wyn was only slightly curious as to what he’d done as he followed his grandmother to the low sofa by the open windows. She took a breath and fixed him with a look, her lips pressed together in a thin line. Ah, Wyn thought, here it comes.

      They’d had this conversation before. Many times, in fact.

      Wyn felt himself growing defensive. “Grandmother, I cannot believe that you deign to read that ridiculous gossip paper. It’s cheap entertainment for the humans who have little better to do with their time, nothing more.” He read the column as often as anyone else, but it was beyond uncomfortable knowing that his grandmother’s eyes were scanning the same salacious bits of news over her breakfast plum cakes.

      Iris took a moment of pause, carefully collecting her thoughts before she spoke again. “Your mother informed me today that you’re still at odds with young Mr. Barnes.”

      “That’s putting it lightly,” Wyn said under his breath. Iris put her hand on top of his.

      “You realize that Roger’s father is someone I work with very closely. As the Head of the Fae Council, I feel it’s my responsibility to maintain a professional but friendly relationship with all of my colleagues. And I do mean all of them.”

      Wyn’s forehead wrinkled. “What does that have to do with me?”

      “The Council is finally beginning to make real progress in proving that fae and human magic can exist congruously. When the entire city is reading about a tense relationship between the son and grandson of two councilmembers at a time such as this, who do you suppose that reflects poorly on?”

      Wyn shoved himself off the sofa and paced away, arms crossed tightly over his chest. It wasn’t his fault their names were in the paper together. If it had been up to him, Barnes would’ve remained on his side of the room where he belonged.

      “I’d thought perhaps having the two of you partnered at dinner last night would’ve provided the perfect opportunity for some casual chatter. It appears I was wrong.”

      Wyn’s eyes went wide as he spun back around.

      “You were the one who paired us?”

      “Indeed. I asked Mrs. St. Clair to seat you together as a favor.”

      Wyn’s magic flared bright in his chest as his arms flew out wide in mock surrender. It was strong enough to flutter the sheer curtains framing the windows and rustle loose pages of music scattered atop the piano.

      “What am I to do? Befriend him to appease the rest of society?” A strained whimper of a laugh forced itself out of his throat. He’d sooner give up wine, or raffish men, or just about anything else than become friends with Roger Barnes.

      “It’s not the worst idea,” Iris said with a simple, elegant shrug.

      Wyn pushed the fingers of both hands into his hair, fingernails digging painfully into his scalp. This was absurd. The notion⁠—

      “I’m sorry, Grandmother,” he managed, his voice shaking a bit. He swallowed thickly. “I’m suddenly feeling unwell. I bid you good evening.”

      Wyn escaped to his room upstairs as quickly as he could. The air responded to his fit as it was sucked in through the open windows hard enough to rattle the glass; his magic lashed out like a whip to slam the door shut in his wake.

      In his nearly thirty years of life, Wyn had never felt so alone.

      His eldest brother, Auberon, had finally gotten married to a lovely young woman over the summer and started his life away from the family, effectively abandoning Wyn to the rest of the Wrenwhistles without so much as a reassuring letter. Auberon was the one Wyn always turned to when he needed advice, someone to sooth his temper, or to simply sit and listen to him rant until he felt better about whatever had been troubling him.

      Wyn sat heavily onto the edge of his mattress and put his head in his hands. He had no friends in the city. He had no friends at all, really, but especially not in the confines of London. All anyone talked about here was the hows and whys and whens of merging the divided societies. Wyn couldn’t stand to listen to one more “bright idea” or “thought-provoking theory” on what might bring about positive change.

      Wyn closed his eyes and thought of their estate in the country. He imagined he was back there, away from everything that felt heavy enough to crush him flat. Away from the people who never saw things from his perspective. Away from the words of people like Torquil Pimpernel-Smith, who wanted nothing more than to stir drama and make their readers feel better about themselves at the expense of others.

      At the expense of Wyn, more often than not.

      Wyn lifted his head and stared at the latest gossip pamphlet sitting on his writing desk where he’d tossed it earlier that morning. Ink and paper, nothing more, but it held so much power. Even his own grandmother took the words at more than face value, and she was one of the most intelligent people he’d ever known.

      Was that really the only way to be seen in the city? To be heard?

      Wyn stood and walked to his desk, pulling his chair out with one hand as he picked the pamphlet up in the other.

      Just ink and paper.

      Words that made people listen.

      Perhaps it was time for Torquil to write something that Wyn wanted to read for a change.
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        Greetings, frank folk and hesitant humans,

        This writer is delighted to share some gossip with you gentle readers, particularly in regards to the proposal currently being considered by the Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations.

        According to one source, the person who has submitted the proposal is not the hero we need right now. We received information that the would-be hero has not fully thought through the details of the proposal and does not seem entirely confident in his own success. While this writer was aware that the person in question received a low Hastings score himself, our source pointed out that this closeness will mar the objectivity of the proposal, and expressed concerns that the Council was considering input from such a person. It would appear that this source is of the opinion that anyone else would be more fit to take on this challenge. Quite frankly, this source’s views smack of the very same prejudice the Council is seeking to correct.

        Our source also congratulated our description of Roger Barnes as aggressively average, adding that the gentleman lacks the imagination necessary to be truly eligible. There was a very long description of Mr. Barnes’ dreadful fashion choices, his dull conversational skills, his inability to even tell interesting falsehoods, and that any person who resorts to squeaking when alarmed would make for a terrible companion.

        The report did go on to clarify that the Barnes family is generally respectable but that Mr. Barnes is arguably the least endearing of the lot. Considering the similarity in that particular description to this writer’s recent description of the youngest Mr. Wrenwhistle, one might wonder who is truly lacking in imagination.

        This writer might also suggest that the sender of the note received this morning might, in fact, be a little too enthusiastic in his dislike for Mr. Barnes, unremarkable though he may be.

        Your esteemed editor,

        Torquil Pimpernel-Smith
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      Roger paced the length of his study, shaking with fury. Who did that self-centered, toffee-nosed, spoiled little prat think he was?

      Roger was upset about the attempted character assassination, of course he was. But he was also filled with a righteous anger that Wyndham (because there was no doubt it had been Wyndham who had sent a letter) was attempting to undermine his work. This didn’t just affect him; it affected an untold number of humans who were being discarded like apple cores, learning that they were useless, and then struggling to find any footing in society. It made him want to retch.

      The worst part was that he was so upset he couldn’t think, which meant he couldn’t work. Being unable to work just felt like he was proving Wyndham right, damn him.

      A very silly part of him wanted to go to his parents. He wanted his mother to admit she was wrong about Wyndham and that he wasn’t worth their time. He wanted his father to offer to help fix this problem, volunteer to talk to Wyndham’s grandmother, do something. He sagged into his easy chair. He knew he wouldn’t go to his parents. Baring his soul always made him feel like a burden. Besides, his parents had already done their part by providing for him. That’s what anyone else would tell him. So now it was his turn to do his part.

      He approached his desk, glaring at the gossip column. He picked it up and scanned the list of insults again: his fashion choices? Why the devil did Wyndham care how Roger dressed? What did his clothes have to do with his ability to carry out the task at hand? Why did such a silly thing matter? It was almost laughable that Wyndham criticized his conversational skills, considering the fact that Wyndham kept goading him into conversation in the first place. And his ability to lie—well, he rolled his eyes at that one. It was true that he had been lying about Mr. Ravenwing, but it was just like Wyndham to take his own vices and twist them to be Roger’s fault instead. The squeak bit was particularly infuriating. Roger had practiced restraint, for God’s sake! He could have easily told everyone who had disappeared with Ravenwing. But he was above such antics. It was as if Wyndham was trying to trick Roger into retaliating. He slammed the paper back down.

      Then he considered. Perhaps his parents weren’t the ones who could help him. Perhaps he needed to return to the source. Wasn’t there some saying about an eye for an eye? Perhaps he should take the bait. After all, Wyndham was guilty of far more scandalous misdeeds. At the very least, it would help him get the unspoken rage out of his mind.

      He sat down at his desk and wrote another letter to Torquil Pimpernel-Smith. He read it over three times, had it sent out, and then buried himself in his work.
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      Wyn made a point to stay away from the Park when it was crowded. Unfortunately, that was almost all of the time. Both sides of society enjoyed appearing outdoorsy while strolling and riding their horses along the wide gravel paths, greeting each other demurely and having the same, short conversation over and over again: good morning, good morning, how are you, quite well and yourself, oh just fine thank you, and so on. Wyn found it amusing when he wasn’t directly involved.

      In an effort to avoid the swarm, he would pack up his travel case of colors and brushes, tuck a fresh canvas under his arm, and arrive when the gates opened at six o’clock sharp—a horrific, albeit necessary, solution for someone who valued sleep as much as he did. He’d set up under a stand of trees close enough to the water that he could watch the swans gliding by without disturbing them.

      With a name like Wrenwhistle, he felt an odd sort of obligation toward appreciating all sorts of birds. But something about the swans had always drawn him in. Perhaps it was how they stood out effortlessly among the other waterfowl, their long necks towering over the common ducks and geese. Or maybe it was the quietly romantic way that they mated for life, taking equal responsibility in caring for their gawky cygnets year after year.

      Wyn huffed out a short laugh through his nose as he peered at them over his canvas. No, it was the way they would hiss and peck if you got too close. He could relate to that most of all.

      He returned a critical eye to the morning’s work. He’d stood in that exact spot many times before, but somehow he always ended up painting something entirely different. Everchanging seasons and weather made for wonderful muses when the subject matter was so susceptible to both.

      With a delicate touch, Wyn swirled his brush in the small jar of water, tapped it against the lip twice with a faint tink-tink, and then dabbed the bristles into the pot of cerulean paint before lifting it to add long, purposeful strokes to the horizon of his scene.

      Distractions such as this had been the only way he’d made it through the last several days. Writing to the gossip column had been impetuous on his part, and though he was no stranger to making rash decisions thanks to his admitted volatility, he’d found that he hadn’t felt better in the slightest after his letter had been sent out. If anything, it had added yet another layer to the thick stack of emotions he was already shouldering.

      Reading his own words through Pimpernel-Smith’s heavy-handed editing had been something else altogether. To make matters worse, Torquil still managed to throw a jab at Wyn in the end. A little too enthusiastic? Of course he had been; why else would someone write such a letter to begin with, if not to share something worth whispering about?

      Wyn set his paintbrush into the jar of brownish water and closed his eyes. He shuffled his toes against the grass beneath his bare feet. A lock of hair tickled the pointed tip of his ear as a light breeze picked up around him, nevermind that he’d stirred the air up for his own purposes. The bubbling of magic simmered in his chest and he let out a slow exhale.

      Roger Barnes was not going to ruin this morning for him.

      After another hour or so had passed, Wyn was no longer alone in the Park, which was his cue to leave. He’d put on his boots and collected his things, savored one last glance at the swans, then started for the crushed stone pathway that would take him to the gate nearest to home.

      The tall stretch of decorative iron had just barely come into view when a sharp whistle came from somewhere to his left. Wyn’s brow arched as he turned toward the source. He wasn’t a stranger to catcalls, and while they didn’t usually come so early in the morning, he was not opposed to a quick romp behind the neatly trimmed hedgerow.

      On second thought, he rather liked the fit of the beige trousers he had on. It would be a shame to ruin them with grass stains.

      “Mr. Wrenwhistle,” came a familiar voice.

      “Mr. Ravenwing,” Wyn greeted in return, shifting the folded easel to a more comfortable position in his grip. The fae looked particularly put together, which could only mean one thing. “A fine morning to promenade with a potential suitor. Or so I would imagine.”

      Sage offered a coquettish grin in reply. “Wouldn’t you, though.”

      “I haven’t the time to be bothered with such things,” Wyn said flippantly. “My social calendar is already overflowing with hobbies and engagements that actually interest me.”

      “Is that so?” Sage took a step closer and lowered his voice a bit. “Speaking of engagements, my mother fully expects this to be the Season I find a spouse, so I’d appreciate it if you kept my name out of your business moving forward.”

      It took no time at all for Wyn to follow his implication.

      “What is that supposed to mean? I’ll dare to remind you that it was your name listed in the pamphlet, not mine.”

      Ravenwing’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I take it you haven’t read this morning’s Tribune?” Without waiting for an answer, Sage dug into his breast pocket and pulled out his own copy.

      Wyn set down his art supplies, canvas propped against his shin, and took the paper without hesitation. He scanned the words faster than he could absorb at first, only slowing when he read his own name once, twice, three times in the span of a few sentences. An icy shock of emotion splashed low in Wyn’s gut. He swallowed hard, jaw muscles working.

      Sage’s lips curved into a small, mocking frown. “I expect you’ll be receiving some rescinded invitations after this.”
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        Greetings, foul folk and hackneyed humans,

        It would appear that this modest little gossip column has turned into a small battleground. This writer isn’t complaining as drama is the stuff of life.

        The subject referred to in the most recent column has, understandably, taken offense to some of the things printed about him by yours truly. The surprising part is that he is actually doing something about it. We did not think he was capable of retaliation. Nevertheless, here we are. We almost admire him for it.

        Our new source would like it to be known that Mr. Wyndham Wrenwhistle is a cad. That, in and of itself, is not news. However, a recent report does suggest that Mr. Wrenwhistle was the mysterious companion of Mr. Ravenwing at the St. Clairs' party. Which is news, albeit unsurprising. Furthermore, our source has their own list of grievances against Mr. Wrenwhistle. He is: a vainglorious, feckless, arrogant, shallow fool, who disgraces the respectable family he was born to (Entre nous, the insult faded a bit at the end there. Still, it enjoyed a solid start). The report goes on to state that Mr. Wrenwhistle’s virtues are few and entirely superficial at that. This writer thinks the source in question might consider why he is so interested in Mr. Wrenwhistle’s virtues at all.

        The Council will hear the new proposal soon. We are all eager to hear how it goes and are already preparing ourselves for disappointment.

        Your esteemed editor,

        Torquil Pimpernel-Smith
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      It did not take long for Roger to regret his impulsive decision. He liked to consider himself a person of good judgment, sound reason, and compassion. His message to Pimpernel-Smith exhibited none of these; it had been petty and vindictive. He was fairly confident that such news would do little to Wyndham’s social standing, and his reputation as a rake was already pretty well known. All the same, Roger knew he had acted poorly and rashly.

      But he couldn’t quite bring himself to submit a retraction to the paper, or to send an apology to Wyndham himself. After all, no apology had been sent to him. That particular thought was the only thing that kept him from losing himself in his own regrets. It was unlikely that Wyndham had any of the remorse that he was currently experiencing. If anything, the cad had probably been extremely proud of his own letter—Roger could just imagine Wyndham’s smug expression.

      He let that thought buoy him all the way to his next appearance before the Council. He was a bit of a wreck as he sat in the waiting room. He had all of his notes organized and even copied out his plan six times to give a copy to each councilmember. His hand ached by the end of that particular exercise. He had practiced his speech so often, he’d fallen asleep thinking about it and awoke picking up where he had left off. He’d even had dreams about the proposal and what the Council would say.

      When he was finally called in, he clenched the papers and walked to the little stand. He smoothed the papers, took a deep breath, and began: “Thank you again for the opportunity to present this proposal. I have prepared a rubric I think will provide better scope and nuance to the testing process. I have copies for each of you.”

      “Excellent,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle said. “Please bring them forward.”

      He didn’t dare look her in the eye as he approached and passed the papers out. Did she know about his foolish act? He glanced at his father, wondering if he knew. His father gave him an encouraging smile, which made him feel a little better.

      “As you can see,” he said, returning to the stand, “I have composed a list of different aspects of magic I think should be tested: power, focus, control, understanding, and intuition. I have also outlined some sample spells for each that I think would exhibit these traits.”

      “What is the difference between focus and control?” Councilmember Gibbs asked.

      “Excellent question,” Roger said in what he’d hoped was a chipper tone, but he was fairly sure it came out like a squeak instead. Damn Wyndham for getting that thought into my head. “Focus will be about the scope of the spell and control will be about the ability for the caster to adjust power.”

      Gibbs nodded, still frowning in concentration. “I see.”

      “And understanding and intuition?” Roger’s father asked. Roger was fairly sure his father was simply asking to give Roger an opportunity to prove his hard work. “Understanding would be about the caster’s knowledge of spells and magical theory. As the exams are done at the age of twelve, a thorough knowledge of magic shouldn’t be expected, but the basics should be covered. Intuition would be the ability to apply known principles to a new spell. I realize that this might sound the same as understanding, but I think it would be important to see that theoretical knowledge and practical application are both examined.”

      Roger’s father gave him a smile. “Thank you, Mr. Barnes. That makes sense.”

      “Five qualities,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle said slowly. “I think that is a good amount of skills to be tested. Don’t you agree, Williams?”

      Councilmember Williams nodded. “May I ask, Mr. Barnes, if this new rubric would have any impact on your own Hastings score?”

      Roger swallowed. He had anticipated this question. “It would impact my score, sir, but it would not impact my standing within the family. You will understand, of course, that I have not applied this rubric to anyone in a practical sense. But my brother would still likely inherit, as he has all of these qualities in abundance. My sister would probably score closer to Bernard, as she has excellent control—probably the best control out of anyone in our family—but does not have the same amount of power. At this point, Bernard has spent years studying magic and would likely excel in the last two scores.”

      Williams nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Barnes. I am relieved to see that this is not merely for personal gain. That clears up the majority of my own doubts.” He looked around at the rest of the Council. “I believe that Mr. Barnes’ proposal is well thought out. I would like to see these lists of potential spells to be reduced to one spell for each rubric.”

      “Agreed,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle said. “However, the root of the solution is sound. I think that a five quality rubric will be a better standard moving forward. Does anyone have any other concerns?”

      “I would like to have a better understanding of how this will solve the current problem,” Councilmember Gibbs said.

      “My hope is that it will create more nuance in the conversation around scores,” Roger answered. “Currently, there is a very clear indication of what is considered a low score versus what is considered a high score. With this new rubric, most children would achieve high scores in at least one aspect of the test, if not more. By identifying what skills need improvement, it will be easier for them to enhance whatever skills are most lacking.”

      Councilmember Applewood smiled. “Magic imitating life then, Mr. Barnes.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

      “Then we are in agreement?” Councilmember Wrenwhistle asked, looking around at the other councilmembers and apparently taking stock of the answering nods. “Well done, Mr. Barnes. We accept your proposal.”

      Roger let out a deep breath and even let himself smile a little.

      She gave him a small smile in return. “I concur with Williams that more specificity would be helpful. Before sending Mr. Barnes with the task to hone his proposal further, I suggest it might behoove us to make sure we are aligned between both magic systems first. I appreciate that his work has been done by a layman in this case, so I would recommend we use that same tactic for the alignment portion of this proposal.”

      “Am I correct in assuming you already have someone in mind, Iris?” Roger’s father said, in a tone that sounded like he already knew the answer.

      “You are,” she replied. She turned to motion to one of the attendants at the back of the room. “Be so good as to send him in.”

      When the door opened, Roger’s good mood promptly evaporated. “I would like to recommend my grandson work with Mr. Barnes on bringing our testing formats into alignment. As both have a solid grounding in their respective magics and are similarly in a position to want a better scoring rubric, I believe this will be a productive partnership.” Strolling into the room, looking a little confused, was Wyndham Wrenwhistle.
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      Shirking responsibilities was something Wyn had come close to perfecting. He could avoid just about anything with a clever smile or well-timed excuse. By the same token, he could usually get his way if he knew how to play whomever he was dealing with.

      The only exception was his grandmother.

      When he received the urgent message to meet her in the Council’s chambers on Monday morning, he’d had no choice but to go.

      Wyn stepped out of the family carriage and into the steady rain, the first he’d seen since arriving in the city. While he would’ve preferred to feel more of it falling on his skin, he took what he could get and lifted his face to the sky as he climbed the steps. The doorman greeted him as always, but Wyn was too distracted to offer anything in return.

      Once inside he removed his greatcoat, a rather warm but necessary choice to protect the delicate silk of his honey-yellow waistcoat embroidered with swirls of green vines and petite pink flowers. He trudged through the endless hallways to an empty office. The only person around was Iris’ personal aide. She looked as though she’d been waiting for him.

      “Mr. Wrenwhistle, if you’ll follow me.”

      The woman was ancient, so following her was a painfully slow process. When they eventually reached the door to the Council’s chambers, Wyn gave the aide a questioning look.

      “I’m supposed to meet with my grandmother,” he explained. Why had she requested him specifically at this time if she’d known she would be in a meeting?

      “As you say, love,” she croaked affectionately, gesturing with her arthritic fingers toward the door just as it opened.

      “I would like to recommend my grandson to work with Mr. Barnes on bringing our testing formats into alignment. As both have a solid grounding in their respective magics, and are similarly in a position to want a better scoring rubric, I believe this will be a productive partnership.”

      There was absolutely, positively, unquestionably no chance he’d heard that correctly.

      Wyn blinked at his grandmother, who was smiling at him from behind the massive mahogany desk that spanned the front of the room. The rest of the councilmembers were staring down at him from their perches with varied expressions of curiosity and mild amusement.

      Roger was gaping at him like a codfish pulled freshly from the lake.

      Councilmember Williams broke the silence. “An interesting choice.”

      Murmurs and nods of agreement spread amongst the other councilmembers. Wyn took the opportunity to tear his feet from where they’d temporarily frozen to the floor so he could approach them, surging past Barnes as though he wasn’t even there.

      “I beg pardon, Grandmother, did you say partnership?” he queried, emphasizing the first letter of the word so hard he saw his own spittle fly.

      “Good morning, darling,” she greeted him warmly. “Thank you for coming on such short notice. I had a very good feeling about this meeting, so I took the liberty of sending for you without being certain of the Council’s decision. Now that we have our answer for Mr. Barnes, it’s time for me to provide an answer to the question you had the last time we met.”

      Wyn’s vexation washed away instantly at her words.

      What am I to do, he’d asked. Befriend him?

      Could his own grandmother be so cruel?

      Wyn’s magic gasped deep in his chest. It strained mightily to be felt, to respond, but it had nothing to draw on in the chambers; the windows were shut tight because of the rain. Beneath his feet were several stories of building, not grass and dirt. The only trees within reach had long since been destroyed to create the furniture in the room. He was trapped.

      “The Council will grant a fortnight for the two of you to work together on testing Mr. Barnes’ new rubric. I would like to see full, detailed reports to go along with whatever results you produce during this time, no matter if the outcomes are favorable or not.”

      “With all due respect, ma’am—” Roger had apparently found his voice somewhere in the background, but Iris raising her hand was all it took to silence him again.

      “I trust the two of you are capable of working out the details of when and where you will be conducting your testing. Please do let a member of the Council know if you need any assistance with materials, locations, and so on. I’m certain a stipend could be arranged if necessary.”

      A heavy silence settled in the room. Wyn wondered how it was possible to feel so supported and yet so betrayed all at once.

      Neither of them were in a position to argue with the Council’s decision. It was one thing to turn up in the gossip column week after week, but refusing a direct order from the Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations would most definitely reflect badly on both of their families.

      The moment they were dismissed, Wyn spun around and whisked toward the exit, grabbing his coat off the chair where he’d dropped it. He managed to evade what was coming until he made it to the cobblestones outside.

      “Mr. Wrenwhistle!” Roger’s exclamation was mostly a puff of fatigue after running to keep up with Wyn’s long stride. He tried again as he hurried down the steps. “Mr. Wrenwhistle, if you’ll wait just a moment!”

      The length of Wyn’s greatcoat twirled dramatically around his legs as he turned to face the man. Despite the rain, there were still plenty of people walking by, and most of them were staring thanks to Barnes’ shouting. Wyn closed the distance between them and stopped so that their faces were only inches apart, his own chest still heaving as he struggled to breathe through his exasperation.

      “If you think for one bloody second that I’m going to help you with this task for any reason other than to make my grandmother happy, you are sadly mistaken,” he seethed. The way Barnes’ eyes doubled in size was deliciously satisfying. It was lucky that Wyn’s hands were fisted tightly into his coat as he held it closed against the weather, otherwise they might’ve found their way to violence. “Come ‘round my house this time tomorrow and we’ll begin.”

      With that, Wyn left Roger standing in the rain as he boarded his waiting carriage and sped off.
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        Greetings, formidable folk and holistic humans,

        This column is reaching you later than usual because this writer received a request to delay publication until the Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations had heard the proposal scheduled for today. We are pleased to report that the proposal was approved. Everyone can go home feeling satisfied that they actually did something useful for once.

        The architect of this new rubric provided us with some of the details. The approach will be more nuanced and have wider scope so as to provide a better understanding of individual talents. This will keep children out of severely low scores, thereby reducing the prejudice around one specific test result. Rather than testing children on a single spell during the Hastings Exam, children will instead be asked to perform multiple spells in order to display a variety of skills. The skills that will be measured are: power, focus, control, understanding, and intuition. Mr. Barnes, the gentleman who submitted this proposal, will be identifying which spells are best to test these skills.

        This writer’s opinion is that the rubric is a clever idea, but does not solve the issue of people being horrid. The problem runs deeper than test scores. With fae integrating into human society barely a century ago, repairing the rift between the two groups is well overdue. How much longer will humans be distrustful of the wildness of fae magic? How much longer will fae be disdainful of the resourcefulness of human magic? And how much longer before we find the similarities between ourselves rather than the differences? Are we doomed to forever be at odds? We can, however, admit that the test is an easier solution than a cultural shift.

        The Council accepted the proposal, but has determined that the Sciurus Exam will also be changed to keep the two systems in alignment. Thus, they have assigned a partnership between the original source for the proposal, Mr. Roger Barnes, and Mr. Wyndham Wrenwhistle. Readers who have read between the lines in recent letters (and this writer can admit that the lines were not very difficult to decipher) may well be curious as to how this partnership will fare. However, this humble writer is hopeful that this young pair will surprise us.

        There have been precious few social gatherings to report and a shocking absence of spiteful correspondence, so this sadly concludes today’s column.

        Your esteemed editor,

        Torquil Pimpernel-Smith
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      Roger barely remembered anything after Councilmember Wrenwhistle’s final speech. He vaguely recalled staring at Wyndham in shock. He remembered Wyndham’s general agitation—and, for once, he couldn’t entirely blame him. He was embarrassed by the memory of chasing the gentleman out of the building, that Wyndham had gotten remarkably close to his face, that Wyndham had looked ready to murder him, and that he mentioned something about coming to the Wrenwhistle townhouse the following day. He had been distracted by the sight of the yellow embroidered waistcoat Wyndham had been wearing—silk? On such a rainy day? Was he mad?

      As Roger compiled these memories in his mind, he concluded that maybe he remembered more than he thought he did. He would have liked to ask Councilmember Wrenwhistle what she had been thinking. He would have liked to ask his father for advice. But he barely had the wherewithal to snatch his notes from the stand before scurrying after Wyndham.

      So he did the only thing he could under the circumstances: he went home and bounced between celebrating the success and sulking about the outcome. Sometime before he went to bed, he pulled himself together enough to write down a copy of his plan to give to Wyndham. He stared at the writing, wondering how it would be received. Would Wyndham toss it in the fire, tear it into pieces, throw it in his face, or merely curl his lip and insult all of Roger’s hard work?

      The idea that such an important task now depended on the one person in London who hated him most made him ill. He went to bed and lay awake for hours, fretting about how he would survive the next fortnight.

      He woke up early the following morning, his stomach thick with anxiety. He spent far more time than he would ever admit trying to pick a suitable outfit, finally concluding that Wyndham would likely say something contemptuous regardless. He rang for breakfast, found he couldn’t eat, collected his notes, and walked across town to Mayfair.

      Once he arrived at the Wrenwhistles’ home, he was led to a sunny sitting room. Every fabric in the room was expensive, paired with intricately embellished furniture. Roger immediately felt out of place and yearned a little for his own dark and messy rooms.

      Wyndham took his time, showing up nearly a full hour late. Roger decided not to comment on it, although Wyndham’s arched eyebrow was clearly daring him to do so.

      “Good morning, Mr. Wrenwhistle,” Roger greeted, in his politest tone.

      Wyndham snorted and lounged on the closest sofa.

      Roger handed him the notes he’d copied out, holding his breath.

      Wyndham took the papers and glanced over them with obvious disinterest. “Five aspects of magic will be tested?”

      “Yes,” Roger responded.

      Wyndham yawned. “This took you a fortnight to come up with?”

      Roger rolled his eyes. “Well, it should be even easier for you to come up with a similar format since you already have something to model it after.”

      “Oh, I see. You expect me to thank you for paving the way so beautifully.”

      Roger willed himself to have patience. “Not at all,” he said slowly. “I am well aware of your regard for me.”

      “I have no interest in pretending otherwise.”

      “Clearly.”

      “Your handwriting is atrocious.”

      “Well, I’m sure your proposal will be far superior then.”

      “Are you attempting to mollify me with this attitude?” Wyndham snapped.

      Roger took a deep breath. “I am attempting to establish a good partnership.”

      “We both know that is impossible. I refuse to give you the satisfaction of moral superiority. Did you bring anything other than these notes? Any texts I can read about human magic?”

      “I…er…well, to be honest, I wasn’t sure what you might need. I wanted to ask you yesterday but⁠—”

      “Oh, you mean when you shouted at me like some sort of fishmonger?”

      Roger sighed and sank into a chair. “Please, Wy—Mr. Wrenwhistle. I know you hate me, and I daresay you have good reason to at this point. Is there not some way we can work together…amicably? This…this project is so very important.”

      “To you.”

      “Yes, to me. But also to hundreds, if not thousands of children. They are depending on this. People are already struggling to find jobs. There were many people last year who didn’t find a match before they reached their majority.” He was included in that number, but decided not to point that out.

      Even though he’d dutifully attended years of social Seasons, he had yet to be asked for his hand. He took a deep breath and continued on, trying to keep the issue from being personal. “Until we can reduce the stigma of low scores, we can at least reduce the number of low scores that are given. That would mean reducing the number of people who are without means, without jobs, without spouses, and without…without hope. We can help the next generation of children if we act now.”

      “I don’t see how the fate of human children is my problem.”

      Roger stared at him in horror. “You mean you don’t care what happens to them?”

      “I mean that my people take care of their own. Why do the fae have to clean up human messes? It would serve you all right if we let you destroy yourselves. You are already doing it so efficiently. It wouldn’t take long for your race to dwindle into nothing.”

      “They’re children!”

      “If you care so much, why don’t you start a school? Start a petition? Do something about it?”

      “I am doing something,” Roger shouted, jumping to his feet. “You are the only reason my work is being stalled. What the bloody hell is your problem?”

      Wyndham scoffed and stood as well. “My problem is that I have been saddled with an idiotic human who sees fit to peddle my personal information to whoever happens to be listening. My problem is that I have been tasked to help you with this absurd project that does not benefit me or my people. Yet we have to step up to help your people as we always do.”

      “You’re right,” Roger said. “No one asked you what you wanted. But no one asked me for input on my partner either. I feel bound to point out that you were the first to peddle personal information. Did you really expect me to take your abuse lying down? You jeer at me for being a coward and then get angry when I react. What the hell would you have me do?”

      “Get out,” Wyndham said, his voice low and dangerous.

      Roger rocked back a little in surprise. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You heard me, you little ingrate. Get the fuck out of my home.”

      Roger pinched his lips together. “You know what? Fine. I’ll leave. You can go back to sulking about how everyone has wronged you. When we appear before the Council again, I will have done my part. I don’t give a damn if you’ve done yours.” He stomped to the doors and paused, turning on his heel. “I’ll leave my address with your footman. If you change your mind and decide to be something other than a spoiled prat and actually do something for others, you will know where to find me. I’m not your lackey and I will not come here again to cool my heels while you lounge about and then deign to grace me with your presence. If you decide you want to work, you will come to my study and we will work.”

      With that, he left. He handed his calling card to the footman as promised, and then strode out. As angry as he was, it felt uniquely good to finally have the last word in a conversation with Wyndham.
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      Roger lived on a street that Wyn had never visited before. If he’d ever heard it by name, he had since forgotten, or had simply lacked enough interest to remember it in the first place. The carriage dropped him off in front of a building that was altogether unimpressive, aside from its height. Wyn left specific instructions for the coachman to wait outside and be ready to depart at a moment's notice.

      Barnes’ rooms were several floors up. Wyn took the stairs at a gradual pace, the stench of humans making it nearly impossible for him to breathe. He’d never been in such a place; he was able to hear snippets of conversation as he passed one door, music as he passed another. It was all very unsettling and hardly conducive to focusing on an important task.

      The valet opened the door to Roger’s rooms and escorted Wyn into his worst nightmare. Dark, dreary, and dreadfully sad were the first words that came to mind.

      Even at the late morning hour, candles were the main light source, as heavy drapes were drawn over almost all the windows. One candle burned dangerously low on a small table in the entryway and another several were dotted along tables and bookcases, of which there were at least half a dozen.

      Wyn wasn’t sure where to look. It seemed as though someone had picked up the entire room, shaken it, and set it back down again. The multiple bookshelves held enough reading materials to rival any home library he’d seen, including his own, but they were distressingly askew. Some were standing, while others were tilted or wedged into spaces they clearly did not belong, and that didn’t include the open ones lying about.

      Then there were the papers: papers on the shelves, papers on the desk, papers crumpled on the floor.

      In the midst of the chaos stood Roger, who only looked up from his reading when the valet announced Wyn’s arrival.

      “Oh,” Barnes said cautiously, adjusting his spectacles. “You’re here.”

      “You’ll do well to remember your manners with guests, Mr. Barnes,” the valet chided as he exited the room. Roger fully straightened himself from where he was stooped over his desk and cleared his throat.

      “Good morning, Mr. Wrenwhistle,” he tried again, a perfect echo of himself from the previous day.

      Wyn rolled his eyes and came farther into the room, hands clasped behind his back as he stepped toward a series of shelves that held glass jars of various sizes, some more full of mysterious powders and liquids than others.

      “What is all this?” Wyn asked sharply, unable to mask his curiosity. He needed something to distract him from the mayhem.

      “Those are some of the items I use for spells,” Roger started, taking one careful step around his desk. “Herb blends. Dried flowers. Extracts and oils.”

      Wyn bit the inside of his cheek. No wonder he couldn’t tell what they were. The petals and leaves and bark had all been muddled beyond recognition. Human magic, much like humans themselves, relied on destroying the gifts of nature rather than working with them organically. There was a twinge in his chest as his magic reached out, mourning the sight.

      It was no small mercy that fae and humans were separated for magical studies during their academic years. Subjects such as literature, maths, and even history were taught collectively, but anything to do with magic was done entirely apart. As a result, outside of a general awareness, Wyn knew little of what to expect with human magic. He had only ever seen it done on a handful of occasions; a number of times by household staff, and once by a human tailor who was new to London and eager for a chance to serve and impress wealthy fae patrons. His shop closed within the year.

      Wyn turned away from the shelves and considered the room instead.

      “I’m quite surprised at the state of your study. Normally having a valet prevents a man from living in squalor, does it not?”

      “Notley knows to leave my study alone.” Despite his confident answer, Wyn watched Roger’s gaze flit around at the mess as though he hadn’t realized it was as bad as it was until that moment. “I assure you he does a marvelous job of keeping my other rooms in perfect order.”

      An awkward moment passed as the two men stood without speaking.

      “Are you going to offer me a seat?” Wyn finally asked impatiently.

      Roger jumped into action, apologizing as he stepped over a pile of indeterminable rubbish and reached for the stack of papers preventing Wyn from sitting in one of the few chairs in the room. Rather than picking them up to move them somewhere else, Roger hastily pushed them onto the floor and retreated to the other side of his desk.

      “I could’ve done that,” Wyn muttered as he sat down, crossing one knee over the other.

      “Sorry, it’s just—” Roger blurted, before he paused to compose himself. “It’s just that you’re being…well, that is, you’re acting quite civil at the moment, and I can’t help but wonder if I’m being pranked?” His voice went high and thin at the end, which satisfied Wyn greatly.

      Wyn’s fingers tapped a slow, four-beat rhythm against the armrests of his newly acquired seat as he considered his response, as though it hadn’t been the only thing occupying his mind for the last twenty-four hours.

      He could’ve refused. Iris Wrenwhistle was a powerful woman, both on the Council and within his family, but Wyn didn’t stand to inherit anyway. Emrys held that position. So what did it really matter if he told her no? Sooner or later, he would have to accept that he was more like those damned humans than he cared to admit. His magic was incredible, but it still wasn’t good enough. He wasn’t good enough.

      “As you’re well aware, thanks to a certain bi-weekly publication, the entirety of London now thinks I’m feckless and proud. What better way to prove them all wrong than to help you with this proposal out of the kindness of my heart?” A sly, calculated smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth.

      The color drained from Roger’s face.

      “Furthermore, I have conditions I’ll need satisfied if we’re to do this. First, we will meet when it is most convenient for me. My social calendar is excessively full and I will not be adjusting it for any reason. Second, I’ll need your valet to learn how I take my tea. And third, I expect you to make at least a minimal effort with your wardrobe moving forward. Pimpernel-Smith has so graciously linked our names publicly now, so if you’re to be seen, it’ll be in a tasteful outfit.”

      Wyn didn’t bother asking Roger if he would agree to his terms or not. It was already decided.

      “I also want you to provide me with some reading materials so I can better understand human magic. I’ve witnessed it on rare occasion, but I would prefer to have a more solid grasp on the subject if I’m to be dragged into helping you perform it.”

      Wyn stood gracefully from his chair and maneuvered toward one of the windows. He yanked the thick curtain aside, looped it behind the holdback, and opened the window far enough to let in some fresh air. His lungs were desperate for it as he breathed in deeply, his eyes closing for a moment on the exhale. It would have to do.

      “Finally, you will keep this window open at all times throughout the duration of our project. Curtain tied back, as well. I don’t know how you could possibly stand to keep this shut, what with the smell.”

      When Wyn turned around to gauge how closely Roger had been paying attention, he found the man hunched over his desk once again, scribbling something onto parchment like it was the most important thing he’d ever written.

      “Did you hear what I said?” Wyn challenged. When there was no response, Wyn’s hands came up to rest impatiently on his hips. “Barnes!”

      “What? Yes! Yes, I heard you,” Roger said, his focus still on his paper. “How do you take your tea?”
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      Roger waited, pen poised, but Wyndham didn’t speak. He glanced up at him.

      Wyndham sighed. “I think it would be simpler to have him come in now and hear it himself.”

      “Oh,” Roger said. “Would you…er…would you like some tea now?”

      “I am certainly in need of it under the circumstances,” he replied, eyes darting again at Roger’s messy desk.

      Ah. Well. That was somewhat understandable. Roger wasn’t accustomed to having guests in his study and it hadn’t occurred to him that Wyndham might actually show, so he hadn’t bothered to tidy up. As Wyndham continued to stare at him expectantly, he pulled himself together and rang for Notley.

      When Notley came in, Roger said, “Some tea, if you please. And Notley, Mr. Wrenwhistle will be working with me for the next fortnight. Kindly take note of his preferences.”

      Notley looked at Wyndham for instruction.

      “I would like one splash of milk,” Wyndham said, “and a sprig of lavender. If you do not have fresh lavender on hand, lavender buds will do but make sure they are taken out before the tea is brought to me. If you have no lavender at all, I will accept a single drop of rose water, but decidedly no more than a single drop. Is that understood?”

      Roger thought he might get a headache from the effort of not rolling his eyes at the ridiculous request, but Notley replied, “Certainly, sir.” He glanced at Roger.

      Understanding what the look was meant to ask, Roger waved his hand, “Yes, by all means, the whole pot. Thank you, Notley.”

      Wyndham raised an eyebrow.

      “I only have one teapot nice enough to use for company,” Roger admitted. “Unless you wish to look at the chipped piece, I am afraid I will have to share your preferences for the time being.”

      “How fortunate for you. My preferences are impeccable.”

      Roger gestured at the chair. “Would you care to sit?”

      Wyndham gave the window a long look and then moved back to the seat without a word.

      “Right,” Roger said as Wyndham sat. “I think all of your terms are reasonable. Although I confess to some uncertainty about the fashion one. I cannot exactly go buy new outfits simply for the next fortnight of work.”

      “Whyever not?”

      “My funds are not that—besides clothing takes—that is, could you not simply choose which of my pieces are the least objectionable?”

      Wyndham was silent for a moment. “I suppose I will allow that concession, provided you have pieces that are, in fact, unobjectionable.”

      “Thank you,” Roger said, managing to sound only slightly sarcastic. “I think the next thing to determine is your social calendar. Should I make a list of your obligations or would you prefer to take it one day at a time?”

      “The latter. My parents are hosting a party tonight, so I will not be here until late afternoon tomorrow.”

      “Right. Well, I can give you some books now but…er…unless you wish to read the entirety of the books, it might be preferable if I mark the sections that are most applicable?”

      “Decidedly preferable.”

      “I can do that,” Roger said, a little too hastily. He still couldn’t quite believe Wyndham was being so cooperative. “Perhaps today we can simply talk through the proposal and I can answer any questions you might have? And then I will have the texts ready for you tomorrow.”

      Wyndham’s lips pinched together for a moment. “Very well.”

      Roger took his own seat and waited for Wyndham to speak. When he didn’t, they sat in awkward silence until Notley returned with the tea.

      “Lavender buds, sir,” he explained to Wyndham, before pouring out. He put a splash of milk in Wyndham’s cup, and then milk and two sugars in Roger’s cup.

      Wyndham gave a small snort as the valet left the room. “That can barely be described as tea, Barnes.”

      Roger took a tentative sip and it took everything in him not to grimace. The tea tasted like he was drinking a bouquet. “How is it?” he asked nervously.

      Wyndham took a sip. “A little heavier on the lavender than I’d like,” he pronounced. “I shall have to request that he only put in a few buds next time.”

      Roger was secretly relieved to hear that. “So,” he said, putting down his cup. “Did you have any questions we could discuss now?”

      “I understand you intend to come up with some spells that would be used for testing purposes?”

      “Yes.”

      “What are they?”

      “I…er…haven’t gotten that far yet,” Roger admitted. Wyndham’s eyes narrowed. “I am working on it,” he added quickly. “I have about twenty spells I’m considering. I feel as though I ought to try each one first and I’m short a few ingredients.”

      “I see,” Wyndham said. “Don’t work through the spells without me here. I believe being present will help me determine appropriate fae spells.”

      “I can do that,” Roger said. Then, because Wyndham was still drinking his tea in a leisurely way, Roger added, “If you’d like, I can try to mark one of my books for you while you are here. That way you do not have to leave empty-handed.”

      Wyndham nodded. “That would be acceptable.”

      Roger forced a smile and then went to his bookshelf. He pulled out Knopp’s Fundamentals of Magic and sat down again. He tore a sheet of paper into strips of different lengths. “Long strips will indicate the beginning of a section and the short strips will indicate the end. Will that do?”

      “Yes.”

      He got to work, relieved that he had something to do other than sit and watch Wyndham drink tea and pleased that he had an excuse to forget about his own cup. By the time he finished marking all of the relevant sections, Wyndham had finished the teapot. Wyndham took the book and stood, placing it on his chair.

      “I will look at your wardrobe now.”

      Roger led him into the bedroom, feeling a little self-conscious about having the gentleman in such a space.

      Wyndham did not seem to notice his discomfiture. If he did, he clearly didn’t care. He opened the wardrobe and began flicking through the suits, muttering to himself. He reached the end of the selection and sighed, sounding very put upon, then started over again. He pulled out a formal suit and held it up to Roger.

      “This is…almost bearable,” he pronounced. “You will wear it to any evening functions you attend.”

      Roger took the suit and nodded.

      Wyndham returned to his perusal. “My word, man,” he murmured. “What do you have against decent fabric?”

      “The expense,” Roger muttered.

      “You don’t spend money on teapots or clothing. What the devil do you spend it on?”

      “Well, there isn’t all that much of it to be dallying with,” Roger explained. “But food, rent, and magical supplies are the main priorities for me.”

      Wyndham hmphed in response. He finally pulled out another suit with a disgruntled expression on his face. “I suppose this will have to do. You can wear this during the day and that one at night. Where are your cravats?”

      Roger pointed at a chest of drawers.

      Wyndham pulled open the first drawer and took out one of Roger’s oldest cravats. “You ought to repurpose this into a rag,” he murmured. “But it will suit my purposes.” He shoved all of Roger’s clothes to one side of the wardrobe and tied the cravat to the rail. Then he held out a hand for the suits Roger was holding. “There,” he said, hanging them up. “Now you will have no excuse not to forget. See to it that Notley does not rearrange this until we’re done.”

      Before Roger had a chance to respond, Wyndham walked out of the room. Roger scurried to follow. Wyndham scooped the book off the seat and walked to the door. Roger thought he might actually leave without a word until Wyndham turned. “Use the teapot with the crack next time. I’d rather look at you using a cracked teapot than see perfectly good tea go to waste. For a man so concerned about finances, you are a shockingly wasteful creature.”

      Roger thought this a tad unfair, but he didn’t say so. Without another word, Wyndham left. Roger collapsed onto his seat in relief. Wyndham had been in his rooms, rifled through his clothes, and drunk his tea. In a short space of time, he’d even managed to leave his mark on the place, with the curtain pulled back and the breeze fluttering through the open window. While Wyndham had hardly been kind or friendly, he had been mostly civil. It was the closest they’d ever had to friendship. Roger was unsettled by it. He took a cautious sip of his cold cup of tea. Now that he no longer had to disguise his dislike of it, he winced at the floral flavor.

      There was a small part of him that wondered if he ought to inform his parents that he and Wyndham were working alone in his rooms. They would most certainly require a chaperone. But the fragile nature of their relationship felt too important to ruin with an additional party, so he dismissed it as quickly as he had considered it.

      Then he got up and got to work, pulling books off of his shelves and leafing through them for the most relevant information. The project now had a greater element of pressure to it, as he not only had to prove himself to the Council, to all of London, and effectively help the children depending on this work, he also had to prove himself to Wyndham Wrenwhistle.
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      Unsurprisingly, the Wrenwhistles were gracious hosts to both sides of society throughout every Season, inviting whomever was most appropriate for the occasion. Wyn thought they tended to overdo it with their lenient guest lists and had told his parents as much countless times, but they refused to listen.

      He often wondered if things would be the same if his grandmother wasn’t Head of Council.

      This evening, however, was another party to celebrate his eldest brother Auberon’s recent wedding. He and his new wife, Rose, had come in special for the occasion so their parents could show them off at the London house. Somehow three separate events at their country estate hadn’t been enough.

      It suited Wyn well enough that humans typically seemed to have little interest in lavish wedding festivities that went on for weeks. As such, the guest list for the evening was strictly fae.

      Wyn descended the stairs to the first floor, fashionably late and even more fashionably dressed in his soft green tailcoat trimmed with intricate swirls of gold thread and matching metallic buttons. He was met with a few sideways glances and little more. Most everyone was already engaged in conversation, drinks in hand. Wyn had little interest in what any of them were saying, so he didn’t mind that they kept it to themselves.

      After securing his own glass of wine, he wandered through the open doorway separating the two large rooms and found it was Rose gracing them with her skill on the pianoforte. He stopped at a distance to watch the way she had captivated her small audience, smiling politely all the while.

      “I cannot deny that her musical aptitude is one of the things I find most endearing,” came Auberon’s voice to his right. Wyn turned his head slightly to look at him, eyes trailing to his shoes and back up again, before his focus returned to the corner of the room.

      “Glad to see marriage hasn’t killed you yet, brother,” he said.

      Auberon laughed. “It’s scarcely been a month, Wyn. There has been little time to find displeasure in it.”

      Hearing his brother’s casual use of his nickname caused a bit of a pang behind Wyn’s ribs.

      “I should imagine this is the part when you tell me that it was well worth the wait?” Auberon was nearly forty, and as the first of the four siblings to get married, he was setting an easy standard for the rest of them.

      “Don’t be daft. I wasn’t waiting for anything, just as you haven’t been, if your reputation is any indication.”

      Wyn took a purposefully slow pull of his wine.

      “However, I must admit it’s been nice to settle down with someone. I never realized how much I would enjoy sharing a quiet breakfast with the person I’d gone to bed with the night before.” Auberon let out a soft chuckle. “Sometimes, I can hardly look at her across the table without abandoning my meal to take her again⁠—”

      “Oh, all right,” Wyn’s face pinched with distaste as he cut him off. “That’s all very well and good. I’m endlessly happy for you both.”

      Without the pressure of carrying on the family inheritance, they had been free to marry with love and affection in mind, rather than duty. Emrys was the heir, but the rest of the Wrenwhistle children also benefited from the family wealth and station. It seemed his eldest sibling was wasting his fortune on discarded dressing gowns and uneaten breakfasts.

      Auberon reached up to clap a hand on Wyn’s shoulder, squeezing lightly.

      “Has Mother said anything about making a match for you this Season?”

      Wyn dipped discreetly away from his brother’s touch, adjusting his shoulders and tilting his chin up a bit higher.

      “She has not, and will not, if she knows what’s good for her. Besides, Aveline and Emrys are next in line. It would be a bad look for me to be courted before they have any serious prospects, at the very least.”

      Wyn hoped that his voice hadn’t betrayed him as he struggled to speak through a wave of nausea at the thought. He drained the last of his wine and instinctively scanned the room for another tray of drinks being carried around.

      “And we all know how much Wyndham Wrenwhistle cares about the way things look,” Auberon said, patting Wyn’s upper back affectionately before winding his way through the crowd toward his blushing bride, who had started to sing along with her playing.
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      Some hours later, Wyn was entranced with the flame of a candle on his mantlepiece as it danced seductively on the breeze from the open window. He idly swirled the last few sips of wine in his glass, the bowl of it cradled in his hand.

      “What do you know of human magic?” he asked, his voice distant.

      Sage offered a slightly hurt noise as an answer, shifting lazily beneath the rumpled bedclothes. “The one time you break your rule and talk to me after, and that’s what you wish to discuss?”

      Wyn finally blinked his way back into focus. He brought the wine glass to his mouth for a sip, carefully avoiding looking at the item in the room that had held his attention ever since it had been given to him earlier that day.

      On his relatively short ride home, Wyn had flipped through the pages of the book Barnes had lent him. To his surprise, the margins had been completely filled with scribbles of notes and indecipherable sigils that made no sense to him whatsoever. Roger’s handwriting really did leave much to be desired, but on the few lines Wyn could make out, it was evident that Barnes actually knew a great deal about human magic.

      Wyn hadn’t realized how long he’d spent looking at Roger’s handiwork until he was late to a party in his own house.

      Sage sighed heavily at Wyn’s lack of response and sat up some, removing himself from Wyn’s side, though their legs remained a bit tangled.

      “Only what everyone else knows, I’m sure,” he ceded, albeit bitterly. “They use all of those little lines and squiggles to write out their spells and then burn the papers after.”

      “I heard that if they don’t burn them, the magic could eventually eat through the paper and seep into whatever surface it had been resting on, effectively giving the magic to that item.”

      Wyn and Sage both looked down at the man whose head was resting on Sage’s hip.

      “Nobody actually believes that to be true, Brooks,” Sage said tersely, though his hand had moved from Wyn’s chest to smooth over the man’s short, dark hair in a fond manner. To Wyn’s understanding, this was the potential suitor Sage had been waiting for in the Park. They’d apparently hit it off.

      “How comparable do you think it can be to fae magic, given the right circumstances?” Wyn allowed himself a glance at the book where it sat on his desk.

      “I would imagine it’s quite similar, actually, if you’re making an effort.” Sage looked up at Wyn. “We all know that’s a bit out of your reach, though.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Brooks said with a laugh, shifting up onto his elbow. “I read that you’ve been paired with that tottering moron. Barnes, was it?”

      “He and Wyndham have been at odds since they were children,” Sage offered. Wyn felt a lick of annoyance at his words. Ravenwing didn’t know the first thing about his relationship with Barnes. Admittedly, he wasn’t wrong in what he’d said, but the fact remained that Sage had no room to speak on the subject. Neither of them did.

      “How unfortunate for you,” Brooks said, almost sounding sincere. “Perhaps you could use a bit more distracting?”

      Brooks’ hand snaked its way over the mussed sheets, his touch gentle on Wyn’s lower stomach. Brooks hooked a finger in the edge of the sheet there, pulling it down as he got to his knees and crawled over Sage’s legs.

      “Make no mistake about it, Roger Barnes is the unfortunate one in this situation.” Sage sat up, taking Wyn’s wine glass from his hand and drinking the last of it himself before he leaned over to set it on the bedside table. He moved from doing this directly into kissing Wyn on the jaw. “Wyndham might be an insufferable jackass, but Barnes is altogether a waste of a human.”

      Wyn’s mind flew to something Barnes had said upon their first official meeting just downstairs, and the gentle intensity with which he said it.

      I know you hate me, he’d said, and I daresay you have good reason to at this point. Is there not some way we can work together amicably? This…this project is so very important.

      It was important to Barnes because he was one of the children who had grown up to face so many prejudices, Wyn realized.

      He wasn’t good enough, either.

      But he was willing to work with someone who disfavored him—and, arguably, someone he disfavored right back—in order to make a difference.

      Wyn pushed both men off him and got out of the bed. He bent to pick up the first piece of discarded clothing he came to, and then the next, until he’d collected everything from the floor that didn’t belong to him. With the flick of his wrist, he tossed it all into his sleeping hearth.

      “As it so happens, I think his passion for the proposal is quite intriguing.” Wyn picked up the candle he’d been watching before, getting lost in it again for a moment. His magic stirred within him at the presentation of an opportunity to play. “Moving forward, Mr. Ravenwing, I’d appreciate if you kept your own self out of my business.”

      Wyn dropped the candle unceremoniously onto the pile of clothes before him. His magic sprang to life, tingling wildly as Wyn called upon it. A gust of oxygen-rich air rushed into the room, feeding the little flame until it was a fully formed fire burning there on the hearthstones in a matter of seconds.

      “Wyndham!” Sage cried sharply behind him, followed by a gasp. He knew the reaction held no connection to the loss of the clothes. Sage had a wardrobe that outshined even his own. The real price was his pride, which is what Wyn was after, for his lover had plenty to spare. “You hateful man,” Sage added with a fretful whimper.

      He listened to them shuffling around, followed by the sound of bare feet on the floor. Wyn stared at the guttering shades of orange and yellow until the door closed behind them and he was alone. He turned and walked pointedly to his desk, retrieved Fundamentals of Magic, and slid into his bed to continue where he’d left off.
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        Greetings, frivolous folk and home-loving humans,

        It might be reasonably supposed that the Season has all but begun for our fae brethren. Last evening’s party at the Wrenwhistle home was, by all accounts, vastly successful, even considering the time of year. Some reports suggest that noteworthy fae families returned to London specifically for this event. Human readers may well be surprised by the turnout for a party that has technically been going on for a month.

        The recently married Auberon and Rose Wrenwhistle were exactly as beautiful and glamorous as society remembers them. There were a number of broken hearts when these two announced their engagement. Reports suggest that the couple appear to be very much in love. So any readers harboring hopes of scandalous affairs might as well give up now.

        Even with the couple in attendance, Miss Aveline Wrenwhistle was considered the beauty of the evening, looking ethereal in cerulean. Perhaps this Season will be the one in which she finds romance as well?

        This writer has saved the most delicious tidbit for last. Our sources say that Mr. Ravenwing and Mr. Brooks left while the party was still ongoing and with different clothes than they came in. It has been suggested that they left in cloaks that looked suspiciously like ones belonging to the Wrenwhistle family. It would appear Mr. Ravenwing cannot control himself in the presence of Wrenwhistles. As this event was exclusive to fae guests, this exit did not have the uproar it might have had with a human audience. The gentlemen can most certainly be grateful for small mercies.

        Your esteemed editor,

        Torquil Pimpernel-Smith
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      As much as Roger strove to not need his parents’ assistance, he did enjoy their company. Knowing he would not see Wyndham until the late afternoon, he walked to his parents’ house to join them for breakfast. He was wearing the suit that Wyndham had grudgingly approved. It made him feel strange to obey the man’s wishes even when he wasn’t around.

      His parents greeted him warmly as he walked into the breakfast room. Not wishing to appear as if he had merely come for the food, he sat down at the table without getting a plate first.

      “How are things going with young Wyndham?” his father asked.

      “Well enough,” Roger answered cautiously. “Father, did you know he was going to be suggested?”

      His father chuckled. “Yes, Iris told me her plan that morning.”

      “And you approved it?”

      “Obviously. He was an excellent choice.”

      “You do realize the gentleman hates me, don’t you?”

      His father raised an eyebrow. “Does he?”

      “Yes!”

      His father hummed. “No, I did not realize that. I have, however, noticed that you can never seem to take your eyes off him when he’s in the room.”

      Roger groaned.

      His father laughed. “There were other reasons.”

      “Such as?”

      “Fix yourself a plate, son.”

      Roger obeyed, secretly relieved that he had been invited to do so. His parents employed an excellent cook. When he sat back down, his father continued.

      “We agreed that he was one of the best options for the task. We knew we wanted another person connected to the Council. That narrowed our options significantly. Keelan Cricket was considered, but between you and me, Keelan is not the cleverest of fae. Cricket’s other child is not in London at the moment. Applewood has a daughter who is quite intelligent, but as she is the heir to her family’s fortune, we quickly rejected that option.”

      “Why?”

      His father gave him a long look. “This matters to you. And it matters to you because you have a kind heart. But it also evidently matters because you can relate to what these children are going through. It was important that whoever was assigned to work with you would have similar motivation. We are looking at changing the way we quantify magical talent. This will have a direct impact on which children inherit. It was obvious, therefore, that we could not select an heir to work with you; it would have been at odds with what they stand to benefit.

      “Young Wyndham is quite like you, you know. He is remarkably intelligent and he is fiercely talented in his own magic. From what I understand, he very nearly inherited, but was just short of the mark. I confess, I would like to see you make more friends from the fae set. And I think Wyndham could probably do with a friend like you.”

      “I don’t think he’s interested in friendship, Father.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” his mother mused. “I saw the way you two were at the St. Clairs' dinner party.”

      Roger stared at her. “Yes, he spoke to me for about three minutes and then pointedly ignored me for the rest of the meal. It was even in the Tribune.”

      She took a sip of tea. “He spoke to you,” she pointed out. “He seems to speak to you often. I rather think he enjoys your company more than you realize.”

      His father smiled. “Perhaps more than both of you realize.”

      Roger rubbed his forehead. “I love you both, but you’re rather impossible sometimes.”

      “Your mother wants to see you get married,” his father said.

      “To Wyndham Wrenwhistle?” Roger asked, his voice louder than he liked.

      “He wouldn’t be a bad choice.”

      His mother laid a hand on his arm. “Darling, I don’t like to see you living alone in that dreadful little set of rooms. Particularly when we would be happy to have you stay here with us. Don’t argue,” she said as he opened his mouth. “But if you insist on being so independent, the least you could do is look to your own happiness.”

      Roger was past the point of regretting his visit. “I understand. But could you not wait on the matchmaking plots until the Season has begun? I’m really quite busy at the moment.”

      “According to the Tribune, the Season has practically begun already.”

      “When did they say that?”

      “In this morning’s column.”

      “Oh, I haven’t read it yet.”

      “I’ll get it for you,” she said, getting up and leaving the room.

      “It’s going well then,” his father asked in the quiet, “with you and Wyndham?”

      “It’s going as well as can be expected.” Roger immediately felt guilty for the assessment. “Actually, it’s going better than I had expected. He…er…he seems to be willing to help, which is a surprise.”

      “I’m glad,” his father said, smiling into his tea.

      His mother bustled back into the room and handed him the paper. Roger read it quickly and then read it over again with more care. Wyndham hadn’t been mentioned at all, despite the fact that his family had hosted. Roger felt a sudden and inexplicable feeling of relief. Then, just as suddenly, he tried to squash that feeling, uncomfortable with having felt it in the first place.

      He handed the paper back to his mother. “Thank you,” he said. “And thank you both for breakfast. I’d probably better get back home and prepare for the project.”

      “Why don’t you go to the Park with me?” his mother asked. “It’s early yet. The Wrenwhistles had a party last night. He won’t be up for hours. I’ll even have our carriage take you back home.”

      Roger agreed. His mother had the carriage readied and they rode to Hyde Park together. He couldn’t deny that it was nice to see some of his friends. He got to see Anthea, Cyril Thompson, and Harriet Thackeray. Each of them wrangled a promise from him to come visit for tea later in the week. It was, he had to admit, nice to be wanted after his recent interactions with Wyndham. He was quite sure his mother was observing his conversations closely to look for any promising suitors. After they’d completed a circuit of the Park, she drove him back to his flat as promised.

      Stepping inside his study, he stared at the mess for a long time. He tried to imagine it through Wyndham’s perspective. Wyndham, who lived in luxury, whose home was filled with windows, and who took his tea with flowers in it. Wyndham, who was helping him even though he didn’t like him (whatever his parents said on the matter). He took a deep breath and began doing something he hadn’t done in months: tidying his study. He knew he would never be truly tidy, but he could at least attempt to keep the look of horror off Wyndham’s face.

      First, he put together a little fire spell. He wrote out the sigils and diagrams on a small paper and placed it in the hearth. Carefully, he sprinkled the powders on top. Once he’d cast the spell and the paper caught on fire, he added a few logs to the hearth. Fire spells had long been among his favorites to cast. He appreciated the way they destroyed themselves, thereby taking that step out of the process, and he rather loved the way the magic spread into something tangible and real. The magic-initiated flames caught onto the wood and he stepped away, satisfied.

      He began collecting his discarded papers, putting them into the fire. When his floor was clear of debris, he picked up all of his notes and set them in tall, tottering piles on the floor by the window. After a long moment of consideration, he added books to the top of each pile to keep them from blowing away in the wind coming through the window.

      He was just stacking up the books he had marked for Wyndham when Notley knocked on the door to announce Wyndham’s arrival.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Wyn

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Wyn couldn’t help but notice the obvious difference in his surroundings as he entered the study. Though it appeared Roger had attempted to recreate the London skyline out of books and loose papers along the far wall, the rest was a pronounced improvement. He hardly had to step over anything on his way toward the window for a quick breath of fresh air.

      “That book you marked for me was nearly useless with all of your illegible scratch in the blank spaces. I believe I managed to glean some useful information from it, however.” He’d forgotten it on his bedside table. He would have to return it another day.

      “That’s…good to hear,” Roger tried, sounding uncertain.

      Wyn turned from the window to look at him.

      “While I understand the importance of documentation when it comes to matters such as this, I am largely a visual learner. I’ll ask that you make haste in showing me what you’re actually capable of.”

      Barnes stared at him for a moment before he looked away, seemingly flustered, which was disconcerting for Wyn. The last thing anyone wanted to see before a show of magic, be it fae or human, was confusion.

      Before they could start, Notley entered with tea.

      Wyn took his respective seat when it was offered and noted the way the valet had used the teapot from the previous day for his lavender brew, while a significantly more ordinary one had been brought out with Roger’s blend of choice inside. From the smell of it, there was a hint of citrus. How predictable.

      The two sat in silence long enough for Wyn to finish his first cup. When he moved to stand for a refill, Roger reached for the fancier of the two pots first and held it out.

      “Allow me,” he said. While he poured, Roger continued. “I read that your family’s party last evening was a success. How wonderful to still be celebrating your brother’s marriage.”

      “I find it quite tedious,” Wyn drawled. There was nothing he wanted to think of less than the previous night’s happenings.

      “Ah, well, I suppose it’s better to end up worn out from the festivities rather than wishing they’d gone on longer.” Roger made a little shrug as he sat back down. “Both of my siblings got married early in the morning, and the whole thing was over by lunch.”

      “All the better,” Wyn said as he lifted his fresh cup for a sip. Barnes had nearly drowned the flavor entirely with his heavy-handed pour of milk, but Wyn made no mention of it.

      Another pause in conversation lingered.

      “Everyone seems to think your sister will find her match this Season⁠—”

      “Are you quite finished?” Wyn snapped, glaring from his seat.

      “Oh,” Roger muttered, looking down into his cup with a small frown. “Yes, quite.” He set the cup onto his desk and took a deep breath before putting on a smile. “What is it that you’d like to see first?”

      “Perhaps something you’re comfortable with,” Wyn offered. “I have no interest in watching you struggle.”

      At that, Roger made a strangled sort of noise as he stood from his chair and began rifling around in the endless stacks of paper, crowded drawers, and jars of powders cluttering his desk. Wyn stood slowly and set aside his cup, his focus zeroing in on the small area Barnes had cleared as he stepped closer.

      Roger’s splayed fingers paused over the workspace briefly, before his hands curled into fists. He hummed with uncertainty until he seemed to have an idea, index fingers flicking out with a quiet aha! Barnes reached for the tray on which their teapots had been served. With a dramatic clatter, the man cleared them away and placed the tray down in front of him.

      “I…er…typically use this spell on the hearth,” he explained. Wyn’s eyes shifted to the low flames already burning there. A fire spell, then. He tried to recall what he’d read about them. Easy to cast; even easier to lose control of.

      His attention returned to the old desk, which was made of solid wood and still covered with books and unbalanced papers that would ignite instantaneously, given the opportunity. Roger seemed oblivious to all of this as he set up to spark a fire directly in the middle of it all upon the silver tray.

      In a tick of horror, Wyn gasped and called to his magic. The gust blew in from the window strong enough to billow the heavy drapes as it sought out the hearth, effectively blowing the fire out at once. Unfortunately, it also scattered the papers all around them, ruining much of the work Roger had done to tidy up.

      Roger’s mouth fell open as their eyes met across the desk.

      “I—” Roger started, but Wyn held up a hand to stop him, his eyes squeezing shut as he worked to settle his magic after such a wild burst.

      “Have you absolutely no concern for safety? I should love to see the look on the headmaster’s face if he knew how little you’ve retained from all our years of schooling.” Wyn’s eyes snapped open when Roger tried to speak again. “I do not want your explanation,” he said coolly. “Just move the demonstration.”

      Roger was able to take his piece of paper covered in seemingly random marks and place it on the hearthstones, which were still warm but safe to touch. Wyn stood aside and watched as Roger poured ingredients from the jars into several small piles. When he cast his spell, a tiny flame flickered to life before their eyes. Wyn crouched smoothly by the hearth to get a closer look, temporarily losing himself with interest.

      “What were the ingredients?” he asked mildly.

      “I use powdered rosemary, dried ash wood pulp, and peppercorns,” Roger explained, adding new cuts of wood to feed the flames before he sat back on his heels.

      Wyn’s tongue slid out to wet his lips as he stood, his teeth catching the corner of his bottom lip as he contemplated what he’d just watched.

      He’d never seen anything like it up close before. His mind whirled. How could they possibly find a compatible match of fae magic for this? He could give fire life once it was already burning, of course. But to create it from nothing?

      “Show me something else,” he demanded.

      Under Wyn’s direction, the pair worked into the evening, with Roger showcasing what he could do until Notley interrupted with an inquiry as to whether or not Mr. Wrenwhistle would be staying for a late supper.

      “Certainly not,” Wyn said, smoothing his hands down the front of his raspberry waistcoat as he peered outside. The sun had nearly set. He cleared his throat in mild surprise and averted his gaze from the mess they’d made of the study. It was entirely unsurprising that the man did not pick up after himself as he went. Anyone looking to solve a mystery would be lucky to follow a trail left behind by Roger Barnes.

      For the briefest moment, Wyn considered offering his assistance in cleaning up a bit before he departed. He’d been the one forcing spell after spell out of him, after all.

      “You’d do well to clean this up before our next meeting,” is what came out instead as he made his way toward the door, where the valet was waiting with his things. He shrugged on his coat and tucked his hat under his arm as he took his leave in silence.
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      Roger was sure he ought to be upset that Wyndham had left him with a mess to clean up. But after such a productive day, after seeing Wyndham’s expression of interest, his probing curiosity, and his eagerness to learn more, Roger couldn’t drum up the usual outrage.

      He went to bed feeling satisfied, but without being able to put a finger on why. He woke the following day feeling vaguely excited. When he realized he was looking forward to working with Wyndham again, he struggled to decide if this was a good thing or not. He finally decided not to worry about defining it and got up, ate breakfast, and began putting the room back to rights.

      When he was done, he read over the notes he’d been jotting down throughout the day and after Wyndham had left. He’d shown Wyndham the fire spell, a shrinking spell, a glowing spell, a spell for balance, a spell for shade, and a finding spell. In between these, they’d discussed Roger’s ideas for how each spell would be useful for measuring different skills, his concerns about certain spells, and he even discussed the ones he’d been considering but required ingredients he didn’t currently have in stock.

      Roger was so accustomed to thinking of his magic as ordinary or unexceptional. He knew that compared to the rest of his family, he was lacking in skill. Part of him worried about this a little, thinking that Wyndham had received a poor introduction to human magic with him as the guide. Wouldn’t it have been better if Frederica had shown him how she worked, or Bernard, or even one of their parents? His father, in particular, was a very patient and thorough teacher of magic. Bernard was less patient, but had been sent to school for the purpose of studying the science and was regarded as an expert in some circles. Quite frankly, when his brother and father were in the room, Roger usually felt his low scores as they talked in technical detail. Bernard was always quick to tell Roger that his own study in magic lacked the necessary organization. Surely Roger was the least qualified person he knew for such an undertaking?

      But he thought about what his father had told him the previous morning. If his father was right, Wyndham’s skill was comparable to his own. Roger knew he had skill, but he was inclined to think of it as average. Perhaps that was the key: two average people coming up with an appropriately average gauge for magic.

      This thought brought upon further ruminating. The first was that while Wyndham could be described as many things, Roger didn’t think average could possibly be one of them. Wyndham was far from ordinary. Whatever the fae’s skill, Roger struggled to see it as similar. The second rumination was that Wyndham’s reaction to Roger’s magic had suggested it was anything but ordinary or unexceptional. They had worked without noting the time, without realizing how many hours had passed. Wyndham had been so fully absorbed watching Roger’s magic as to lose himself in the experience. And Roger found, most terrifyingly, that he liked that. Perhaps a little too much.

      He also deeply wanted to be the center of Wyndham’s focus again, so he set about composing a list of possible spells they could work on that day and what questions Wyndham might ask and, further, what questions Roger could ask to draw more information from Wyndham about fae magic.

      When Wyndham arrived in the early afternoon, Roger felt prepared. As it turned out, he wasn’t prepared enough because Wyndham set a few packages on the desk and explained, “I believe these were the ingredients you said you required,” and Roger had found himself incapable of appropriate response.

      Finally, after a long moment of staring at the purchases (some were rather pricey, which was why he hadn’t yet replenished his stock), he stammered, “That was very kind of you. Thank you. I…er…I suppose I’d forgotten that the Council offered us a stipend for this work. Clever of you to remember it.”

      Wyndham’s expression was unreadable before he replied, “Yes, well, I prefer to be prepared when I begin a project. Your dwindling supplies were hardly a promising start.”

      Roger allowed himself a small smile. “How fortunate that I have your help.”

      Wyndham’s eyebrow lifted. “Indeed. Shall we begin?”

      “Wouldn’t you like tea first?”

      Wyndham blinked. “Ah, yes. Tea. Of course.”

      Roger rang for Notley, wondering idly if he’d missed something crucial. As they sat down in their usual seats, Roger put a stack of books on the table. “You forgot these yesterday,” he said. “I daresay neither of us expected to work so late. Would you still like to read them?”

      Wyndham took the stack and leafed through the book on top. “Do you scribble in all of your books?”

      “Writing out my thoughts helps me to think,” Roger admitted.

      Wyndham gave a small snort. “Going by the number of papers you use, it would seem you require a great deal of mental assistance.” He clapped the book shut and set the stack aside. “Yes, I’ll take these home with me. Assuming I can decipher them amongst your chaotic writing, I might be able to glean something useful.”

      The tea arrived and they drank in silence. Roger would have almost described it as companionable, though that term seemed incongruous with Wyndham’s prickly personality.

      It was Wyndham who prompted them to begin. He seemed to have continued thinking about their project after he’d left the previous day, as he launched into a great deal of questions. He wanted to know how Roger acquired his materials, if he ever prepared any ingredients himself, if he ever used raw ingredients, whether there was rhyme or reason to what was dried, what was powdered, and what was liquefied. He wanted to know if the different forms of materials changed the way they were used in spells. He wanted to know how much of the written part of magic had to be memorized or whether it was expected for a human to refer to their books as often as Roger did when casting spells.

      Roger found he liked Wyndham’s questions. They were unusual and unexpected. He answered them all: he got all of his materials from experts, preparing ingredients was dangerous so he never did it himself; raw ingredients were too potent for practical use; different forms of ingredients brought out different strengths from each item so there was intention behind each material item and how they were employed in each spell; and it was common to need books for spells that were not cast daily although Roger’s collection was probably greater than average. Once he answered, Wyndham asked further questions. The back-and-forth turned more into the realm of a discussion, and Roger realized he was gaining an understanding of Wyndham’s mind for the first time. He found he liked the way the man’s mind worked. Then he promptly pushed that thought away.

      Roger performed more spells for Wyndham, showing him a cleaning spell, using his chipped teapot as the focus, and a dicing spell for a piece of produce that Notley procured for their experimentation.

      He even showed Wyndham a scrying spell his family had established in the country estate. “These are fiddly,” he explained, “and need a great deal of preparation. You see, they have to be set up on one end first. My parents set this up when we were all learning magic. When we went off to university, they put it back up at our request so we could look at it whenever we got homesick. It has stayed ever since. Whenever one of us is at home, we like to put little messages on that table there, so that anyone who scries into the room can read the message.” He heard the wistfulness in his own voice.

      Embarrassed, he cleared his throat. “Anyway, they have to be established on one end and part of the setup is including who else can cast the other half of the spell. That way you don’t get thieves or strangers poking around in your house, visually-speaking. So each member of the family is included in the initial process when the spell is cast.”

      Wyndham stared at the empty sitting room for a long moment. “Has this spell been sitting there for years then?” he asked at last.

      “In a manner of speaking,” Roger replied. “It is refreshed several times a week.”

      “With the same paper?”

      “No, a different paper. Each time it is cleaned up, the previous spell is usually burned up. My brother, Bernard, is living at home right now with his spouse. Neither of them like London very much, and Bernard will be inheriting the house. So he’s usually at home even if my parents are not. He maintains the spell regularly. It’s probably silly,” he added, “keeping a spell to view an empty room just in case someone in the family gets homesick.”

      Wyndham pursed his lips. “No,” he said slowly. “It’s not silly.”

      Roger waited for him to continue speaking, but he didn’t, so Roger moved the conversation along to the next spell on their list.

      When Notley came in to ask again if their guest was staying to dinner, Wyndham reacted as he had the previous night. He glanced out the window, then at the clock, and hastily gathered his things.

      Roger handed him the stack of books. “Don’t want you to forget these again,” he teased with a smile.

      “No,” Wyndham said, taking them. “It would indeed be dreadful if I had to hear you attempt to explain it all.”

      Roger thought he heard a bit of sarcasm in the insult. Was that wishful thinking?

      Wyndham looked at the books in his hands. “These might keep me busy for most of the day. I’m not sure I shall be able to come over tomorrow. I have a garden party the following day, so I doubt I’ll be able to work on this again until Monday.”

      “That’s all right,” Roger said, trying to repress his sudden disappointment. “You did warn me that you had many social engagements. At least you’ll have the books during that time. I’m sure that will help expedite our discussion on Monday.”

      “Yes.” As he had on the night before, Wyndham gave the study a thoughtful look.

      “I’ll clean it up before you return,” Roger offered.

      Wyndham’s gaze flicked to his. “Good,” he murmured quietly.
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      With the borrowed books on his desk burning a hole into his mind, Wyn was unable to sleep in as he preferred. He requested that his breakfast be brought up to his room.

      He donned his navy silk dressing robe over his bare shoulders and cinched the sash loosely at his waist. He set up to study on the low sofa situated by the double doors that led to his balcony. His view was nothing worth mentioning, but it let ample air into the room so he could think more clearly.

      Wyn crossed one ankle over the other and opened the first book, Basic Spellwork by Alistair Comden, on his lap. He was careful to keep one hand free to turn the pages, as his other hand was occupied by a piece of toast slathered generously with orange marmalade. No matter how badly Barnes decided to ruin his own books with pencil marks and dog-eared corners, Wyn had no interest in adding his own sticky, citrusy contribution.

      He was pleased to find that much of what Roger had shown him was described with more detail on the pages, from ingredient options to tips on what to do if something wasn’t working. How curious, he thought, to provide alternatives for magic.

      By the time Wyn finished several cups of tea, he’d moved on to the thickest book in the stack, Principles of Magic Theory. He crossed his legs and bent forward over the pages as he skimmed through; this one was far too detailed to read cover to cover.

      He found multiple sections that caught his attention. After skipping over the pages covering fire, he came to a part that discussed levitation. Barnes had shown him a neat little spell that encouraged a piece of paper to float several inches above the desk. Wyn had waved his hand underneath to test the air and found that it wasn’t like his own ability to make things float, but more of a suspension within the air itself. Though in both instances, it was possible to grab the item from the air and move it⁠—

      “But could that alter the…yes, certainly it would disturb the spell…” Wyn mumbled to himself as he turned the page, brows furrowed in thought.

      An Introduction to Magical Ingredients turned out to be his favorite of the three. It was overflowing with colorful illustrations of flowers, fruits, seeds, leaves, and more. A tickle in his chest told him that his magic felt his excitement, too.

      In the bottom left corner of a page toward the back of the book, there was an explosion of cupped, purple petals delicately displaying their prized stigmas. He was reminded of how elated Barnes had looked when he’d found the tiny jar of saffron he’d brought with the rest of the ingredients the day before. Wyn took the time to read the description next to the flower in an attempt to forget this memory.

      It would’ve been wise to ask his grandmother for the Council’s stipend before wandering into one of London’s finest magic shops. Barnes had been correct that some of the ingredients were surprisingly expensive, but Wyn was no stranger to expense, so he’d simply asked the shop owner for what he needed and left.

      Unwilling to mark up the pages, Wyn got up from the sofa to procure some paper for notes of his own. A thousand questions had crossed his mind already and he was certain there were more to come. If he wasn’t going to see Barnes for a few days, he would need to write them down so he wouldn’t forget.

      A soft knock on Wyn’s door was the only thing to tear his focus from his research. He’d ended up sitting on the floor with all of his notes and the four borrowed books spread around him. He looked up to find his mother standing in the doorway with a look of surprise on her face.

      “Wynnie, dear, is this where you’ve been all morning? I was starting to think you’d spent the night somewhere.”

      Wyn blinked hard and brought his hand up to rub at the spot between his eyebrows. “What time is it?”

      “Nearly time for lunch,” she said, wandering closer. “What’s all this?”

      “Ah, just some research for the project with Barnes. You know I find it difficult to work on something without having as much information as possible.” Wyn started to collect the notes, stacking them into piles, suddenly feeling a touch embarrassed under his mother’s inquisitive eye.

      “Just like your father,” she cooed. “I’m so proud of you for taking this project to heart as you have. It’s wonderful to see you committing yourself to something.”

      Wyn bristled, stepping over his mess as he stood and attempted to herd his mother out of his room. He’d never liked her propensity for lingering.

      “Yes, well, I wasn’t given much of a choice, was I?” he asked with a tight grin, placing his hand on her back and steering her toward the door. She laughed sweetly and went without a fight. Wyn nearly had the door closed when she turned around and pushed her way back in just a little, so that her face was poking through the crack. He clenched his jaw tight.

      “You really should give yourself a break after all this hard work, though,” she said. “It’s not healthy to stare at those books for so long. Your eyes will cross.”

      Wyn sighed and brought his hand up again, rubbing a small circle against his temple with his fingertips. His head did ache a bit, now that she mentioned it.

      “I’ll see to it that I take a break when I reach a good point to stop. I was right in the middle of something.” He glanced over his shoulder at the paper he’d been writing on. It was another question for Barnes about illumination. The spells he’d seen in one of the texts were much different than the glowing spell Roger had performed; he wanted to know if either of them was more closely connected to his fairy light magic, if at all.

      “Oh, oh, yes,” his mother said apologetically, removing her hand from the door where she’d been pushing to keep it open. The latch clicked loudly as the door shut in her face. Wyn couldn’t bring himself to feel bad about it. He listened for a moment to make sure she walked away, and then returned to his nest of human magic research.

      He’d barely sat down when the door swung open again.

      “Mother!” he wailed.

      “Wyndham!” she mocked lovingly, offering him her brightest smile. “Remember that we’re going to the opera tonight. I expect you to be ready to leave on time.”

      “Yes, all right,” he said, agreeing to anything so she would leave him alone.

      When she finally shut the door for good, Wyn leaned his head back onto the sofa with a heavy sigh. Maybe she was right. He had a bad habit of becoming rather consumed with things if he wasn’t careful. He lifted his chin to look over the back of the sofa, out the double doors. It would be a nice evening and he wouldn’t mind the walk to stretch his legs after sitting for so many hours. Although, his mother would likely force them to ride in the carriage; shuffling in with the rest of society was unbecoming.

      Wyn sat up and found where he’d left off. Pausing for a moment to remember what he’d been writing, he continued in a sweeping, elegant script that he was quite proud of.

      Without realizing, he’d come away with nearly a dozen pages of questions on which he wanted Roger’s input. Wyn frowned at the stack of papers. It seemed ridiculous to save them all for when they met again, as it would probably take an hour or more to go through. He decided the best option would be to send them out so Roger could read over everything and have answers ready when they reconvened.

      Wyn hopped up to get the papers ready to be sent. He chose his nicer stationery to serve as a cover letter explaining himself. He blotted his pen and began to address the letter to Barnes, but paused.

      Perhaps it would make more sense to ask the questions in person. After all, it was highly likely he would have follow up questions for Roger, and by the time they were able to speak, he probably would have forgotten what he asked in the first place.

      Wyn turned in his chair to look at the items still scattered across the floor. He thought of Roger’s study and how it looked that way all the time. If Roger was feeling the way Wyn was at the moment—determined but a bit overwhelmed—then maybe he could also use a break. The last thing Wyn needed was for Roger to become too exhausted and embarrass them both in front of the Council.

      Pen to paper, he wrote out a short letter to Barnes and had it sent at once. The rest of his notes remained on his desk as he went downstairs for lunch.
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      Roger was feeling unsure of what to do with himself for the day. As promised, he had tidied up the study. But with Wyndham reading through the borrowed texts, Roger didn’t know how to prepare for the inevitable questions. He wasn’t sure if Wyndham would want to see more spells so he didn’t know what he ought to set aside in advance. It felt odd to be waiting on someone else. At the same time, it felt a little exciting because he knew Wyndham would have thoughts and questions.

      He was in the midst of doing a second circuit of rifling the piles of notes into tidier stacks, when he received a note from Wyndham. Opening it, he read one of the last things he would have expected to hear from the gentleman, short of a declaration of love: it was an invitation to join the Wrenwhistle family in their opera box that evening.

      Roger sat down with a thump. There was no question of whether or not he intended to accept the invitation; the question was when had Wyndham changed from despising him to voluntarily choosing to spend time with him? The note stated that Wyndham had questions about the books he’d read and the questions were better suited to an in-person conversation. Still, Roger wasn’t sure that the opera was going to be a night filled with academic discussion. Perhaps he was reading too much into it? He finally decided that must be the case, quickly penned an acceptance of the invitation, had Notley send it out, and explained that he would be going out for the evening.

      When it finally came time to get dressed, he was strangely relieved to have Wyndham’s reluctant approval of his formal wear. He found he hated the idea of embarrassing the Wrenwhistles at their opera box.

      At the appointed time, the Wrenwhistle carriage arrived to collect him. When the door to the carriage was opened, he found Wyndham, Emrys, Aveline, and Mrs. Wrenwhistle all politely greeting him. He was struck by the strangeness of the situation. He had never spent much time with Wyndham’s family. Emrys helped him into the carriage and before he knew it, he was seated next to Wyndham and the carriage was on its way back to the nicer part of town.

      “I’m so glad you were able to join us,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle said.

      “It was very kind of you to invite me,” Roger replied.

      She smiled. “I was delighted when Wyndham told me he’d extended the invitation.”

      “Why do you live all the way out here?” Emrys asked.

      “Well, I reached majority last Season,” Roger explained.

      “Your parents didn’t want you to stay with them?” Aveline asked, her expression puzzled.

      “N-no, they did,” he replied. “They frequently tell me they’d prefer it if I moved back with them. But, well, I can’t live on their generosity forever, you know. I thought it best to get accustomed to it sooner.”

      “I’m surprised,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle said, “I would have thought your mother would be keen to see you married.”

      Roger felt he was on dangerous ground with this conversation, but he responded, “She is. In fact, she’s mentioned that she would like to see me matched by the end of the Season, but considering my age and…and everything, I’m not sure⁠—”

      “I am determined to see these three married soon as well,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle said. “So I daresay we will see a great deal more of each other when the Season begins.”

      Wyndham shifted restlessly next to him and Roger turned to give him an inquiring look. Wyndham didn’t meet his eyes.

      “How is your little project going?” Emrys asked.

      Roger tore his gaze from Wyndham’s face and turned back to his brother. “It’s going well, I think.”

      “I hope you’re telling Wyn where he can go anytime he’s nasty to you,” Aveline said.

      “Er…there’s no need. Mr. Wrenwhistle has been…he’s been a very…courteous and engaging partner in this task.” This statement was met with varied amused expressions from the rest of the Wrenwhistle family. Roger quickly attempted to redirect the topic. He turned again to Wyndham. “You said you had questions for me?”

      “Yes,” Wyndham replied in a clipped tone. “But I don’t think the carriage is the right place to discuss it. Perhaps when we go to dinner afterwards.”

      “Oh.” Roger hadn’t realized there was more to the evening than the opera.

      “The Crickets are having a little soiree at their home after the opera. Nothing too formal,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle explained. “Just a few friends for dinner and cards. Possibly some dancing. Do you like to dance, Roger?”

      “I-I do, but⁠—”

      “Excellent,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll be able to find you a dance partner.”

      “You might be the only human present,” Emrys said. “I’m sure that will be new for you.”

      “Will they mind my being there?” Roger asked, nervous. “I wasn’t invited, after all.”

      “Nonsense,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle replied. “You’re with us. They won’t mind at all.”

      Roger was relieved when they pulled up to the opera house and the conversation came to an end. Emrys helped everyone down from the carriage, but it was Wyndham who offered Roger his arm as they walked into the building. Roger had been to the opera several times over the course of his adulthood, but never in the company of people as elegant as the Wrenwhistles. They greeted others with little nods and smiles as they ascended the stairs. Roger caught some hopeful glances at each of the siblings and several incredulous looks at himself.

      When they were seated in the box, Mrs. Wrenwhistle insisted Roger take the centermost seat, with Wyndham on his side. Wyndham rested his elbow on the arm rest and drummed his fingers rhythmically.

      Roger leaned over and murmured, “It was very kind of you to invite me.”

      The drumming paused for a moment before picking up again. “It was nothing. I was more concerned about forgetting my questions. We are likely to stay out late, and then we have the garden party tomorrow. Far too long to go on trying to remember a few questions.”

      “Ah,” Roger said. “I can understand that. Did…did you like the books?”

      “Some more than others.”

      “Which?”

      Wyndham gave a little sigh. “I don’t wish to get into a discussion, only to have it cut short by the performance. Why don’t you relax for once, Barnes, and enjoy the evening for a bit? We’ll discuss the project at dinner.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” Roger sat back in his seat and straightened his cravat. Then he adjusted his cuffs. Pushed his spectacles up his nose. Crossed and uncrossed his ankles. He was just about to straighten his cravat again when Wyndham reached over and placed light fingers on his wrist.

      “Are you always this nervous around others?” he asked, his tone sounding amused.

      “No,” Roger answered.

      Wyndham gently guided Roger’s hand away from his cravat. Roger dropped his hand into his lap and clenched his hands together.

      “Far be it from me to discourage you from paying attention to your cravat, but it isn’t going anywhere.” He paused. “And frankly it’s far too plain and boring to require that much attention anyway.” He leaned over to Roger and said in a low voice, “Relax, Barnes. The project will keep. You’ve been working yourself to the bone for the past few days—in fact, I imagine you’ve been working yourself ragged for weeks, or even months now. It would hardly do either of us any good for you to run yourself into the ground. As difficult as you are sometimes, I don’t think your corpse would be much of an improvement in terms of a work partner. It would certainly answer fewer of my questions.” The lights began to dim. “You do know how to relax, don’t you?”

      Roger nodded.

      “Good. Do make the attempt.”

      Perhaps it was because Wyndham had invited Roger to spend the time with his family, or perhaps because Wyndham spoke in a soft voice in Roger’s ear, or perhaps because he had almost complimented him—Roger followed the man’s advice and relaxed beside him.
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      Roger Barnes was the most distracting person Wyn had ever attended the opera with. When he wasn’t fidgeting with his clothes or shuffling in his chair, he was watching with his mouth wide open, breathing loud enough in his intense focus that Wyn could hear it over the performers at times. On top of all that, the lights of the opera house reflected in Roger’s spectacles, catching Wyn’s attention in his peripheral every time the man moved his head.

      Was this what it was like spending leisure hours with humans?

      One of the times Wyn had been drawn by the reflection, he glanced for long enough to see Roger smile at something that happened on stage. It was a faint little thing, but it was there. Wyn’s gaze was still lingering on the corner of his mouth when Roger turned his head to look at him. His smile faded in an instant, and Wyn looked away.

      The carriage ride to the Cricket residence was full of chatter from Wyn’s family. They gushed about the performances, the performers themselves, and commented at length about who had been seen with whom in the audience.

      Wyn watched out the window, itching to pull out the pages of notes tucked into his breast pocket as soon as they could escape the loud company they found themselves in.

      What he really needed was a glass of wine.

      Predictably, Wyn and Roger were seated together at dinner, but it still felt like poor timing to discuss his notes. He knew his mother would’ve scolded him endlessly for pulling them out during a meal at someone else’s home. Instead, Wyn tried to pick up where they’d left off, since it was something Roger had sounded interested in.

      “An Introduction to Magical Ingredients was most beautifully illustrated,” he started after setting his drink down by his plate.

      Roger turned to look at him, his chewing slowed for a moment before he swallowed and reached for his own glass to wash it down.

      “Er, yes, I agree. That book was a gift from my parents, actually. I had mentioned once that I felt most of my reference books were sadly lacking in examples of what the ingredients look like, before they’re…well, before they’re ground up, you know.”

      Wyn hummed his understanding.

      “I have a theory about that,” he said, using his fork to push around some of the food he wasn’t planning on eating.

      Roger turned more in his chair to face Wyn. “Oh?”

      “It’s something we’ll need to experiment with,” Wyn explained softly, knowing that Emrys, Aveline, and the other guests could likely hear everything he was saying. “I’m not sure I could explain it without showing you.”

      The rest of the meal dragged on for entirely too long, which was something Wyn always disliked about these smaller dinners. The fewer the guests, the more there was to talk about, it seemed.

      When dessert was finally over, Wyn all but leapt from his chair and helped Roger out of his own, showing off his best manners in case his mother was watching, which she always was. Wyn led Roger through the connecting room out onto a small balcony overlooking the street, closing the doors behind them.

      His notes were in his hands in seconds. He split the stack to give half to Roger. A gentle breeze rustled the pages as Wyn leaned his hip against the metal railing, crossing one ankle over the other.

      “Your glowing spell. It creates a light, similar to some of the other illumination spells I read about. But what is the ingredient you used to create the heat to go along with it? Is there some kind of a reaction between the materials used, or does it simply become light and heat because that’s what you’ve asked it to do?”

      Roger paused in his reading of the notes to consider the question. His mouth opened slightly, but no words came out, and Wyn’s patience had run too thin for that kind of a reaction. He rolled his eyes and brought his hand up to snap his fingers. Between them, a small cluster of fairy lights bloomed into life, buzzing around a bit at first before they settled.

      “I want to know if this is something we can use comparatively between the two rubrics, but—” Wyn stopped to reach out for one of the fairy lights. It floated away from his fingers as they got closer. He tried again with the same result. “You cannot touch them to know if they’re warm or not.”

      When Roger only gaped at the lights, Wyn sighed and waved them away, sending them floating into the night air. He returned to his notes, trying to find some of the more pressing questions.

      “Oh,” he said, pushing away from the railing to stand next to Roger so he could point to what he’d written. “The shrinking spell. Is it something that’s easily reversible?” Wyn looked around them on the balcony, searching for something he could work with. A window box full of flowers would have to do.

      Wyn breathed in deeply and called to his magic, seeking out the little red and yellow blooms. Wyn gestured to them to make sure Roger could see as they grew and thickened, as though they’d been served the finest mix of soil and manure that ever existed.

      “I cannot make them shrink, but I can make them grow. They’ll stay like that as long as they’re properly looked after. That’s the only way the magic will remain. Otherwise, they’ll die as they would have anyway.” Wyn looked down at Roger to try and gain some kind of response from the man.

      “Oh,” Roger breathed. Wyn’s notes were crumpled in his hands.

      Wyn’s brow furrowed. He looked at the flowers again and then at Roger. He chuckled dryly and crossed his arms. “New to fae magic, are we?”

      “I—” Roger began.

      “Take my notes home, then. Read them at a pace that won’t make your little human brain ache. Then we’ll discuss them.” Wyn wrestled the notes out of Roger’s hand and smoothed them against his thigh, before adding them to the rest. When Roger didn’t move to take them fast enough, Wyn pulled Roger’s coat open and stuck them in his breast pocket. “They’ll be expecting us inside,” he said shortly.

      When they returned, it wasn’t a moment too soon—or too late, rather—as they were swept up into the first dance of the evening. Wyn groaned internally, knowing that the Crickets were very fond of their bouncy country dances rather than the slower dances that were most popular in the city.

      As the last two to join, they were paired together at the end of the double lines. The music began and the room erupted into fits of tipsy giggles and flirtatious smiles as everyone worked to move together through the fast footwork. After an awkward start, Wyn and Roger fell into stride as best they could, learning as they went how to move with one another.

      It became obvious quite fast that while Wyn was a natural dancer, Roger actually enjoyed dancing, as he’d said earlier in the evening. The lines shifted and partners shuffled around their neighbors. Roger began to smile and laugh with the rest of them. His steps were a bit clumsy at times, and he stepped on Wyn’s foot more than once, but Wyn couldn’t find it in him to mind much.

      By the time the music ended, everyone was out of breath but deliriously happy, as they clapped and thanked the leading couple.

      Despite himself, Wyn wore a small grin.

      “You’re an excellent dancer,” Roger said, and Wyn looked down to find him standing closer than he’d been before.

      “My mother would’ve allowed for nothing less,” Wyn told him.

      “I suppose I’ll have to thank her.” Roger began to look around the room as though he was actually seeking her out to do just that, and Wyn felt a twinge of panic.

      “You can thank her later,” Wyn started, leaning down a bit. “Right now I want to know more about why your reaction to my magic was that of a man witnessing a miracle. You’re aware that you can also do magic, yes?”

      Roger’s shoulders came up toward his ears and he shook his head a bit as he laughed, indicating that he didn’t have a good answer at that moment. The smile on Wyn’s mouth, which had never left, grew a little bit more. The music started up again, indicating it was time for a second round.

      “Do you want to share another dance?” Roger asked breathlessly.

      Wyn’s grin vanished. His gaze swept around the room to the couples who were lining up together, to his mother watching him from across the room as she spoke to their host, to every other pair of eyes on him.

      Two dances in one evening. They all knew what that meant. Wyn knew what that meant. Certainly Roger had to know, as well?

      Wyn took a step back, then another, and then he turned and walked away.
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      Roger realized immediately that he had made an error. He’d only wanted to keep dancing. He’d also wanted to keep that small smile on Wyndham’s face. But when the smile transformed into a look of horror, Roger wished he could take back his words.

      Part of him wanted to follow Wyndham, to explain, to apologize. But he felt fairly sure that such a strategy would only make things worse. So he left the dance floor and made his way to a chair.

      Mrs. Wrenwhistle asked where Wyndham had gone and he answered that the gentleman needed to step away from the crowded dance floor. She did not seem to believe his response, tsked disapprovingly at her son’s behavior, then strode off.

      Roger pulled Wyndham’s notes out of his breast pocket and looked over them. He supposed there had been a part of him that had forgotten Wyndham’s role in the project. He’d never seen fae magic before. His father said that his and Wyndham’s skill levels were comparable. But after seeing Wyndham snap lights out of thin air, make a plant grow—and all without any formulas, ingredients, or calculations—Roger was in awe. And he wasn’t entirely sure fae magic was as comparable to human magic as everyone said. He could never do something like that. Then again, Wyndham seemed to disagree. His chest warmed at the memory of the other man’s words.

      He turned his attention to the papers in his hand, deciding that the very least he owed Wyndham was a consideration of his questions. He read until Wyndham informed him that they were ready to leave. He wanted to explain his foolhardiness earlier, or talk about Wyndham’s questions, but one look at the gentleman’s face told him it wasn’t the right time. They didn’t speak as they left the Crickets’ home and the carriage ride was awkward as Wyndham sat stiff and unspeaking beside him.

      He thanked them all for the invitation and went up to his rooms. He stayed up late into the night, writing out answers to every one of Wyndham’s questions.

      The following morning he was awoken by Notley, who promptly handed him a note from Roger’s mother, explaining that a response was expected. Blearily, he read the note, a short reminder that there was a garden party that afternoon and she expected him to attend. Hadn’t Wyndham mentioned a garden party? Could it be the same one? He wasn’t sure if he hoped it would be or not, but at the very least he could give the gentleman his responses.

      When the time came, he dressed in the Wyndham-approved day suit, tucked both sets of notes into his breast pocket, and went downstairs to meet his parents in their carriage.

      “How is the project going, dear?” his mother asked as he took his seat.

      “It’s going well, I think,” he answered. “Mr. Wrenwhistle has been asking some very insightful questions and he even started discussing some ideas he had for fae spells that were somewhat comparable…” He paused and turned to his father. “Have you ever seen fae magic performed?”

      “I have.”

      “Then how—that is, do you really think the two systems are all that comparable?”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, Wyn—Mr. Wrenwhistle made a flower grow right in front of me! And he did it without any tools or preparation. I-I rather think fae magic is considerably more impressive.”

      His father smiled. “That is probably because you understand your own magic. Anything can lose its wonder once the mysteries are revealed.”

      Though Roger saw his father’s point, he didn’t entirely agree. He wanted to mention the fairy lights, but that felt too special to speak about. Instead he said, “But our magic requires so much more.”

      His father looked thoughtful. “Not exactly. Let’s examine the two more critically, shall we?” His tone took on a distinctly instructional note. “We know that magic is in all things, yes? And we know that to perform magic, we are essentially pulling from our own magical resources, yes?”

      “Well, yes, but…all right, for example, the flower that Wy—Mr. Wrenwhistle helped grow yesterday. As a living object, a flower has a great deal of magic in it. Our magic could not accomplish such a thing. He was offering it as a similar spell to a shrinking spell. The difference is that while one could make a living thing shrink, it would take a great deal of our own magical resources.”

      His father smiled. “And why is that?”

      Roger sighed. “Magical Balance Theory. But that’s just my point⁠—”

      “Precisely,” his father said, leaning forward. “In order to make anything shrink, you need to counterbalance the magic you need with power of your own. So to make a flower shrink, you would need a massive reserve of your own magic—so massive, you would probably drain your own power to a dangerous amount.”

      “That’s just my point!” Roger said. “He did that and then he danced afterward. He was anything but drained.”

      “You are mistaking comparable with identical,” his father replied. “Our magic systems are comparable, but they are not the same. Human magic functions through Magical Balance Theory. Fae magic still requires balance, but of a different kind.”

      Roger frowned. “What do you mean?”

      His father considered. “Let us imagine you are lifting a heavy item off the ground—no magic, just through your own personal strength—to lift the item, you need an equal but opposite force. For example, you are unlikely to be able to lift this entire carriage off the ground as it weighs significantly more than you. However, if you were to put a plank under the carriage and use something to leverage the plank, you would be able to lift it. Why is that? The carriage still weighs the same.”

      “I suppose…because the plank is taking that weight and distributing it in a way that I could not do alone.”

      “Exactly! Now, fae magic still requires balance and still taps into the caster’s own magical resources. But instead of trying to lift the magic up by themselves, they are tapping into the living thing’s magic to encourage it to do something within its nature. There is an innate balance to that. Rather than brute force, they leverage the magic. Do you see?”

      Roger wasn’t sure he did.

      “Let me explain it differently. The flower that Wyndham grew. He didn’t grow it out of his hand, did he?”

      “No, the flower already existed; he made it grow larger.”

      “So he tapped into the flower’s magic directly and encouraged it in the direction he wanted. Humans transfer magical power from other items and ingredients in order to infuse the item they are working with, thereby creating a balance between the caster and the spell so the caster doesn’t siphon off their own magic in the act. Fae don’t necessarily transfer any magical power at all; they simply use their magic to interact with the innate magic of whatever they’re working with. It’s almost like a different form of communication, if you will.”

      “But that’s so much more remarkable,” Roger protested.

      His father chuckled. “It is remarkable. But I would argue that our own magic is something to be proud of, too. If Wyndham is asking questions, he must be curious. If he is curious, it is because he is intrigued. That’s no small thing.”

      “I suppose,” Roger muttered, finally ceding the point.

      “Did you say he danced afterwards?” his mother asked in a too-casual tone.

      “Er…y-yes. We were at the Crickets’ home. He…er…well the Wrenwhistles invited me to join them in their opera box last night and then to the Crickets’ dinner party after.”

      She beamed. “How lovely. Did you have a good time?”

      He weighed the discomforts of the evening—his anxiety at the opera, the look of horror on Wyndham’s face, the awkwardness of the carriage—against the pleasures—watching fae magic on the balcony, dancing with Wyndham, hearing the gentleman compliment him, and his small smile before Roger ruined everything. “Yes,” he said at last. “I did.”

      “We shall have to have them all over for dinner after your proposal is accepted.”

      Roger glanced between his parents and their far-too-obvious smiles. “Yes, I think that would be nice,” he responded cautiously.

      When they arrived at the Grenvilles’ garden party, Roger was surprised by how large the crowd was. “Isn’t it a bit early for this sort of turnout?” he asked.

      “The Council convened early,” his father explained as he helped Roger’s mother out of the carriage. “We’ve been seeing more people trickle back to town as a result.”

      “Besides,” his mother added, “the Season is just around the corner. Oh! I think I see the Wrenwhistles. Why don’t you go greet them, dear?”

      As much as he disliked the idea of talking to Wyndham under his mother’s watchful eye, Roger did as she suggested. He had notes to give Wyndham anyway. And he was rather desperate to find out if Wyndham would still look at him in horror.

      Thankfully, instead, Wyndham curled his lip at Roger’s suit. “If I shove you into the lake, would you consider that a sufficient inducement to buy a better outfit?”

      Roger had never been so relieved to hear an insult. “How do you know it hasn’t already been waterlogged?”

      Wyndham rolled his eyes. “I wouldn’t be in the least bit surprised, considering the state of it.”

      “I read through your notes,” Roger said.

      “Already? I only gave them to you last night.”

      “Well, I read them at the dinner party and then I continued reading them after I got home.”

      Wyndham frowned. “Don’t you have better things to do than stay up all night reading about magic?”

      Roger waved that question aside. “I wrote out some responses to your questions. I wasn’t sure if you’d like to read them before we meet tomorrow or⁠—”

      Wyndham heaved a sigh. “You seem to think I have nothing better to do with my time either.”

      “We can wait and just discuss them tomorrow if you’d⁠—”

      “No, no, give them here.” He snatched them out of Roger’s hand.

      “Of course I’ll explain whatever questions you have. And, er, if you have any difficulty reading my handwriting.”

      “So basically all of it,” Wyndham said, glancing over the first page. Then he folded the bundle and tucked it into his own breast pocket.

      “Ah, Roger,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle greeted, just noticing him. “I’m so glad you’re here. Wynnie, why don’t you take him to get some lemonade? It really is rather warm for a garden party.”

      Wyndham nodded and offered Roger his arm.

      “I’ve explained it in my notes, but I never answered your questions from last night,” Roger began.

      “Yes, I recall,” Wyndham said. “I believe all I got in response from you was an open mouth, a few blinks, and some crumpled up notes.”

      “Yes, well, I was rather amazed.”

      “Clearly.”

      Roger glanced up and was delighted to see there was a small smile on Wyndham’s lips.

      “Have you given any thought to what I said after the balcony?”

      “Yes,” Roger answered slowly. “I even…er…sort of discussed it with my father on the way here. That is,” he added hastily, “we discussed the differences between fae and human magic. I am of the opinion that your magic system is significantly more impressive. He argued that I was confusing comparable with identical. And then it got very technical.”

      Wyndham hummed thoughtfully. “I’m rather sad I missed that. I’d be curious to hear a technical discussion of your magic.”

      Before Roger could respond, he heard someone shout his name and then Harriet Thackeray was running over, her skirt kicking up around her heels in a thoroughly unladylike manner. She pulled him into a hug and then smacked him on the shoulder as she pulled back.

      “You beast!” she shouted. “You promised to come visit.”

      “It’s only been a few days since I saw you.”

      “It was last week and I require a rigid acknowledgement of the calendar, thank you very much.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake, Harriet,” Cyril Thompson moaned as he approached. Despite being out of breath from racing after Harriet, Cyril looked impeccably put together, his dark hair combed becomingly and his collar points sharp. There had been a brief period of time where Roger had fancied himself in love with his friend, although he had eventually admitted to himself that it was merely another aesthetic fascination. “You sound plebeian when you talk about calendars. Mr. Wrenwhistle is going to think all of Roger’s friends are common. Good afternoon, Mr. Wrenwhistle. And may I say that your waistcoat is lovely.”

      Wyndham opened his mouth to respond but Harriet cut in, “Of course his waistcoat is lovely. Everyone knows he dresses well. Quite frankly, we’d appreciate it if you taught Roger some of your tricks.”

      “It might interest you to know, Harriet,” Anthea St. Clair said, having materialized at the side of the group, “that I had to tell your mother you saw a bee and that was why you took off running. She was about to faint, I swear she was.” Without waiting for a reply, she reached between them all and picked up a cup of lemonade. “Oh, Mr. Wrenwhistle,” she said, smiling at him and executing a short curtsy. “Are you joining us now that you’re chummy with Roger? That’s lovely. We could all use more elegance in our lives.”

      “Especially Harriet,” Cyril added. “Pray don’t blame all of us for her outrageous behavior. We have been doing our best with her.”

      Roger laughed and turned to Wyndham. “Cyril’s only saying that because he wishes he had Harriet’s gumption.”

      Harriet crowed.

      “You’re one to talk!” Cyril said.

      Roger held up his hands. “I never said I had gumption.”

      “That’s right,” Harriet said, sandwiching herself between Roger and Wyndham as if they were some sort of protectors. “Roger understands me. You do too, don’t you, Mr. Wrenwhistle?” Then she looped her hands around both of their arms. “Did you know that they have the boats out on the lake today? I’ve been saying we simply must go out on the boats but Anthea is trying to spoil my fun.”

      Anthea rolled her eyes. “I’m only trying to keep you from falling in the water. Again.”

      “How funny,” Wyndham said dryly. “I was just saying I hoped getting Barnes in the water would result in a new suit. I’m so glad the hosts are sympathetic to my needs.”

      Cyril barked a laugh. “Oh, good. I was sure you’d be on our side. You simply had to be. But don’t let Harriet bully you into anything, Mr. Wrenwhistle.”

      “Yes,” Anthea said. “Once she’s decided you’re her friend, she becomes a bit of a tyrant.”

      “Oh, nonsense. You all love me,” Harriet said.

      Roger hadn’t realized how much he’d missed his friends until he was completely surrounded by them again. He was pleased that they liked Wyndham. He looked up to see how Wyndham was faring with the onslaught of enthusiasm. To his dismay, Wyndham gave a terse smile and then promptly excused himself.
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      In theory, Wyn knew a garden party should’ve been the one social event he could tolerate. It was the perfect excuse to stay outside, enjoy the flowers and greenery that were always so lovingly tended by the gardeners, and consume lighter refreshments than were typical at a dinner party.

      Instead, he often found that they were the hardest for him to get through. Garden parties were usually attended by both sides of society, which made it imperative for him to control his magic. Being surrounded by so much fresh air, sunshine, and flourishing life made that nearly impossible. It sat in his core like an itch on the bottom of his foot that he could not remove his shoe to scratch, no matter how badly he wanted to.

      After excusing himself from Roger’s boisterous group, Wyn sought shelter under one of the large shades designed to offer respite from the warm setting sun. He looked longingly at the glasses of lemonade he’d left behind, having failed to get one for himself.

      “I couldn’t help but notice Roger Barnes running toward you the moment his family’s carriage arrived,” Aveline said from somewhere nearby, her voice laced with delight. The skirts of her soft pink dress swished against Wyn’s boots as she came to stand at his side.

      “He had notes to give me in response to the ones I’d previously given him,” he explained.

      “What sort of notes?” she asked, her eyes twinkling.

      “Research,” he emphasized.

      “Oh, you’re such a bore.” Aveline visibly deflated, her shoulders drooping before she tilted her head and regarded the crowd with a wistful sigh. “At least you have someone who is interested in you. I fear I’ll be forgotten about entirely if I’m unable to find a match this Season.”

      Wyn was instantly thankful he’d not taken a lemonade, for fear that he would’ve choked on it over her words. “Aveline, what is it you’re trying to imply, exactly?”

      His sister regarded him with a pitying look. “For someone so smart, you really can be foolish sometimes. Did you know that?” In the next breath, she was waving to one of her friends and left him to his own thoughts.

      Wyn’s gaze swept the crowd, pausing on the faces he knew. His own parents and siblings, members of the Council and their respective spouses, people he’d known since he was in school. Not too far away, Sage Ravenwing was standing with that fellow Brooks on his arm. Wyn had overheard his mother saying that an engagement between them was all but secured; the only thing left was the announcement in the papers to make it official.

      A shriek of laughter made Wyn turn his attention in the direction of the lake. Barnes and his friends had apparently made up their minds to give the boats a go. Wyn watched them, carefree in their antics as they rowed out to where the water was deeper and the carpet of flowering lilies thinned considerably.

      Roger was sharing a vessel with Harriet, whose name he remembered only because they’d all said it so many times as they attempted to…warn him about her, perhaps? He wasn’t quite sure. The other two were paddling steadily away in their own small boat, seemingly to escape Harriet’s targeted splashing in their direction.

      The longer Wyn looked at the lake, the more he felt a desire to paint the scene before him. The leaves were starting to change with the season, peeks of red and yellow and gold mixed in with the green. The water reflected the colors, mixing with the peaceful blue of the sky overhead.

      And yet, it was more than the landscape he wished to capture with his watercolors. It was the way the boats were gliding on the water as his swans would, remaining mostly steady despite the raucous happening on their backs. It was the uninhibited joy of the friends as they flicked water into each others’ laps, mussing their clothes and hair, carrying on without a single worry about what anyone else might think.

      That was something Wyn had never experienced before.

      All at once, Roger’s boat listed to one side as Harriet leaned too far. Both of them screamed, and Roger reached out for Harriet to bring her safely back onto her bench seat. Wyn’s magic swelled at his own surprise of the near-capsizing, eyes widening as he took an involuntary step forward. They managed to save their balance, but one of the oars had slipped free from its mount, floating away faster than either of them could reach.

      With a slow exhale, Wyn’s magic reached out across the garden to the surface of the lake. Gentle ripples formed on a new breeze, hardly noticeable in the aftermath of their commotion, but were enough to slow the oar to a stop and encourage it back toward the boat. Such an extension of his power caused a tantalizing shiver to run down Wyn’s spine.

      Before anyone could realize what he’d done, he turned and slipped back into the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      The festivities continued well into the evening, as none of the partygoers wanted the first big event of the Season to end. Wyn had lost count of how many finger sandwiches and two-bite cakes he’d consumed, many of which had been delivered by his sister and mother when they swept by to divulge gossip.

      Wyn had found a heavy stone bench tucked into the high, squared hedgerow toward the back of the garden. With a glass of wine by his hip and one knee crossed neatly over the other, he’d become absorbed with the notes Barnes had given to him. Page after page contained answers to each and every question Wyn had asked.

      “I daresay I’ve never seen you with such poor posture.”

      Wyn looked up to find Sage approaching slowly, hands clasped behind his back and a familiar look on his face. Wyn straightened and arched his brow. Apparently the man was not in the mood to hold a grudge.

      “Good evening, Mr. Ravenwing. You seem to have lost your new appendage.”

      Sage laughed a little too hard. “You are the expert on my appendages, after all.” He picked up Wyn’s glass, finished the wine, and sat heavily on the bench beside him. He leaned over Wyn’s shoulder to look at the pages. “Whatever are you reading out here alone in the dark?”

      Wyn folded the pages and tucked them away.

      “What do you want?” he asked flatly.

      “I want you to come back to the party,” Sage encouraged with a bit of a whinge, his hand coming to rest on Wyn’s thigh. Wyn brushed him off.

      “I’ve nothing left in me to give this evening,” Wyn admitted. The words felt more raw coming out than they’d felt when he was holding them in, and he regretted saying them to his present company. “Aveline knows to come find me when our carriage is brought around.”

      “Poor luck,” Sage tutted. “I saw your sister thoroughly engaged in conversation with a rather dashing young man just as I was coming this way. It seems she’s not going to come and rescue you any time soon.” Sage leaned close to Wyn’s ear and tried again. “Come back to the party with me?”

      Wyn bit the inside of his cheek and got to his feet. He allowed Sage to escort him back through the maze of hedges toward the music and chatter and lights that he’d been glad to escape. Wyn grasped his elbow with the opposite hand behind his back to avoid slouching.

      Humans and fae were mingled together, talking and laughing, bumping into Wyn and stepping into his path no matter which way he tried to go. The air was thick with too many smells and emotions. It seemed everyone in attendance had converged into one small area of the garden to experience a collective sense of jubilation and he was trapped in the middle of it all.

      Wyn turned away from the hand Sage had on his lower back and started for the gravel path that led to the carriages. Waiting there with the horses and coachman would be preferable to enduring one more moment of the party.

      “Mr. Wrenwhistle!” Roger’s voice cut through the noise, but even the newly-familiar sound of it wasn’t enough to make Wyn stop. “Mr. Wrenwhistle, I wanted to thank you—” There was a sound like a bag of marbles spilling, and Wyn could only assume it was Barnes tripping over his own feet on the crushed stones.

      “I cannot imagine what for,” Wyn said, his stride lengthening.

      “The—on the lake, of course. I saw you there, by the water, watching us⁠—”

      Wyn whirled around. Roger nearly crashed into him, his shoes unsettling the gravel once again. “I was not watching you,” Wyn spat. Had he been watching them? He felt his face go warm.

      “Oh,” Roger said, his hands coming up with his shoulders in an uncertain shrug. “But I thought it was you who helped to push the oar⁠—”

      “Why would you need my help when you’ve so many others to provide all the support and companionship you could ever wish for?”

      Wyn felt his stomach drop. Even in that moment, he knew it was a terrible thing to say, but it had come out before he could think to stop it. For the second night in a row, Wyn turned and left Roger standing alone.
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      As Roger watched Wyndham walk away, he couldn’t determine what he had done wrong. Was it because he had shouted Wyndham’s name? Was it because he had thanked him for his help? Had he done something earlier and not realized it?

      Then again, Wyndham’s eyes had been wider than normal and there had been a paleness to his skin that did not look altogether healthy. He had been walking towards the carriages—perhaps he didn’t feel well and needed to go home? Roger thought back to the rest of the party; he had barely seen Wyndham after he’d walked away from the lemonade table. Anytime he’d spotted the gentleman, he had been alone by the trees or on the edge of the lake.

      He stood on the gravel, uncertain if he ought to do something. Should he bring Wyndham a lemonade or a glass of wine? Should he leave him alone? Did the Wrenwhistles know their youngest might not be feeling well? He weighed his options, ultimately deciding that Wyndham would never forgive him if he kicked up a fuss for nothing. For all he knew, the man had simply vanished to rendezvous with a lover. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time. Oddly enough, this thought did not make Roger feel any better.

      He was about to turn back to the party when he heard someone say, “You really ought to stop pestering him, you know.”

      Mr. Sage Ravenwing stepped out of the shadows, almost as if he had been summoned by Roger’s memory of the garden incident.

      “I’m sorry?” Roger said.

      Mr. Ravenwing rolled his eyes. While Roger often saw him at the same parties he attended, he scarcely had reason to interact with him. He was an attractive person with jet-black hair, green eyes, and an olive complexion. Although Roger thought the typical fae beauty settled ill on Ravenwing’s features. He always looked sulky and peevish. Right now he looked smug, which made Roger even more suspicious.

      “I said that you ought to stop pestering Wyndham. It’s bad enough that he has to deal with your nonsense for this ridiculous project you’ve roped him into.”

      Roger took a moment to process the words. “I didn’t rope him into the project; he was assigned the task by the Council.”

      “Oh, come now, Barnes. You’ve been pining after him for years. Everyone knows that.”

      Roger felt his face get hot. “I have not been pining after him. I’m not apt to pine after anyone.” He wasn’t sure why he was arguing the point so he deviated the topic. “I had no intention of pestering him either. I was simply concerned.”

      Ravenwing scoffed. “Concerned? You? After all the work you’re putting him through these days. He’s barely any fun anymore. His head’s full of human magic.”

      “It sounds as if you’re more concerned about your loss of fun than you are about Mr. Wrenwhistle.”

      “I know him far better than you will ever hope to,” the other man spat. “I know what he looks like when he’s in the thrall of pleasure, I saw his devastation when he received his magic scores, I know his favorite wine, how it feels to be surrounded by his magic. And you?” He looked Roger up and down with evident distaste. “You spend half a week with him and consider yourself his friend?” He leaned closer. “Wyndham Wrenwhistle doesn’t make friends. And he certainly wouldn’t stoop to befriending a halfwitted human like yourself. He’s only humoring you. He’s been talking my ear off about what he really thinks of you. Trust me, he won’t even acknowledge your existence once this little project of yours is over. You will go back to being just as insignificant as you were a month ago.”

      Roger knew better than to ask but, despite his good judgment, he found himself saying, “What do you mean, what he thinks of me?”

      Ravenwing shrugged. “Nothing particularly surprising, I suppose. He thinks you’re dull and stupid. But you know as well as I do that Wyndham has a way with words. Let me think, what were the exact ones he used?” His smile broadened as he remembered. “Ah yes, I believe ‘that tottering moron’ was said more than once and he described you as ‘a complete waste of a human.’” He gave another delicate shrug. “So you’d only be proving him right if you went after him now. No one wants someone useless trundling after them. I should think you’re at least smart enough to realize that.”

      Roger felt cold at the words. It wasn’t possible, was it? Wyndham, who invited him to the opera, who had danced with him, who saved the oar, who asked question after question as if Roger’s knowledge mattered? Ravenwing was clearly speaking from a place of jealousy, wasn’t he? Then again, he had been escorting Wyndham when Roger found them. Perhaps he did know the gentleman better than Roger thought. He remembered Wyndham’s look of horror when Roger suggested a second dance. He remembered how Wyndham left shortly after meeting all of Roger’s friends. He thought of the way Wyndham was always making cutting remarks about his clothes or his handwriting or his intelligence. Those always seemed to simply be Wyndham’s particular brand of teasing. But perhaps Roger had been foolish and ought to be taking those cutting words at face value.

      He realized Ravenwing was still standing next to him. “I see,” he said at last.

      Ravenwing chuckled. “Don’t take it too hard. You were never meant for him anyway. Come on, I’ll escort you back to the party, just to prove there’s no hard feelings. I’ll even dance with you, if you’d like.”

      Roger shook his head. “No, I don’t think I’m up to a dance at present.” He sighed. “But I daresay I could use a glass of wine.”

      “Yes, you certainly look like you need one.” Ravenwing held out an arm and Roger took it, feeling a little numb as he walked back to the party.
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        Greetings, fashionable folk and happy humans,

        The London Season has officially begun, as evidenced by the Grenvilles’ Garden Party yesterday.

        But that was not the only social gathering in the past few days, so let us be orderly:

        For the fae set, the Cricket family hosted an elegant little soiree at their home. A notable addition was Mr. Roger Barnes, the only human present, and a guest of the Wrenwhistle family. Sources say that Mr. Barnes also joined the Wrenwhistles in their opera box. It might be reasonably assumed that Mr. Barnes and Mr. Wrenwhistle are coming to an affable working relationship. The two gentlemen were seen speaking together on the balcony, were seated together at dinner, and even danced together at one point in the evening. Tongues are wagging about the budding friendship.

        At the garden party the following day, the two men greeted each other upon arrival. However, they were not the only pair to enjoy the festivities together.

        Mr. Ravenwing and Mr. Brooks have been seen together on a number of occasions lately, from walking in Hyde Park, to sitting together at dinner parties. The two were practically inseparable for the course of the event. Although sources say Mr. Ravenwing was seen chatting with Mr. Wrenwhistle—an unsurprising exchange—and escorting Mr. Barnes to the refreshment table—a very surprising exchange. It would seem Mr. Barnes is expanding his social circle this Season. Hopefully such moves signal better relations between the fae and human communities.

        Other pairs to watch include Mr. Thompson and Miss Thackeray, who are well known to be friends. But after some particularly animated encounters, some sources are beginning to wonder if there is more to the friendship.

        Miss St. Clair and Lady Fitzhugh took a turn around the dance floor last evening, adding to the rumors of a possible romance.

        Now that the Season is underway, this writer will add the usual commentary on attire: Miss Wrenwhistle was arguably the best dressed at the party, wearing a light pink gown that made her appear, sources say, as if plucked from a rose garden. Other noteworthy attendees were Mr. Wyndham Wrenwhistle, who looked dashing as ever in a peach paisley waistcoat, and Mr. Archibald Turner, the only human to make the list, who was sporting a very fashionable cravat knot that many appeared to be envious of.

        Your esteemed editor,

        Torquil Pimpernel-Smith
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      Wyn was up nearly the entire night after his encounter with Roger. Though he’d only had a few glasses of wine, it churned in his stomach with the overindulgence of small treats and his guilt over the way he’d reacted. It was enough to make him ill. If he hadn’t been wearing one of his nicer pairs of boots, he would’ve walked home instead of taking the carriage.

      After giving up on sleep, he’d paced across his room until he’d nearly worn a hole through the rug.

      Why had he been so bloody angry? Sage’s insistence on him rejoining the party had been frustrating and certainly he’d told the man as much. Though Sage never seemed to care what Wyn was feeling unless he was busy bringing him to climax. Wyn scoffed. It’s likely he didn’t even care then; the man was quite selfish in bed, truth be told.

      After collapsing onto his sofa, Wyn stared at the ceiling for a long time, his hands resting gingerly on his fitful stomach.

      He was jealous of Roger Barnes. There was no other explanation for the gnawing feeling in his gut. No other logical reason why he’d said what he did about Roger’s friends. The way they’d made Barnes laugh and forget himself entirely was indication enough that they were trustworthy and supportive, just as Wyn had accused them of being in the most hurtful way possible.

      Wyn brought an arm up over his face with a groan, the crook of his elbow resting over his nose.

      “How callous must you be to feel jealous toward someone else’s happiness?” he asked aloud in the quiet of his room.

      Perhaps that was just it. He knew well and good he hadn’t been watching all of them out on the water. He’d been watching Barnes.

      Barnes, who had smiled next to him at the opera.

      Barnes, who had laughed while they danced together.

      Barnes, who had seen his magic and been amazed.

      Wyn felt his entire body go hot as he sat up on his sofa, hands coming down to support his weight as his feet touched the floor.

      He hadn’t been jealous of Roger at all. He’d been jealous of Roger’s friends.

      It had, admittedly, been a bit thrilling to see Roger coming over to greet him before anyone else at the party, and not just because he hoped Roger had more information about human magic for him. Usually, the only time men came up to him at a party was to ask him if he’d like to meet somewhere more private. But Roger was only after a conversation, and it had been rather refreshing.

      Wyn shoved his fingers back into his hair as he considered if this was what it felt like to go absolutely mad.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Wyn arrived outside Roger’s building far earlier than any other time they’d met. He wasn’t even certain if Roger would be home. But with their deadline creeping ever closer and the positive progress they’d made with their correspondence, Wyn was anxious to continue.

      Notley answered the door and let Wyn inside, leading him to the study where he discovered Barnes slumped over a plate at his desk, the food appearing largely untouched. When his arrival was announced, Roger looked up in surprise that quickly faded to something more serious.

      “Barnes,” Wyn said in greeting.

      Roger got to his feet slowly, looking nearly as tired as Wyn felt.

      “Mr. Wrenwhistle,” he said quietly, and nothing else.

      Wyn had spent the morning reciting his apology over and over in his head. He’d even managed to speak the words over the breakfast he’d taken in his room, testing how they felt coming out of his mouth. It wasn’t pretty, but he knew it was important. Wyn swallowed and drew in a breath.

      “You look dreadful,” he managed, wincing afterward. Fuck.

      Roger sighed and removed his spectacles to rub his eyes with a thumb and forefinger. Wyn realized that he’d never seen the man without them before.

      “My apologies. I was unaware I would be having company at this hour.”

      “I thought you might be eager to return to our work after several days of being preoccupied with various social engagements.”

      “You did warn me that would be the case.” Roger’s expression became even more sullen as he called for the valet to take away his uneaten meal. When the space was cleared, Wyn took the opportunity to set down the box he’d brought with him. Roger looked at it blankly.

      Wyn was unsure how to explain what was inside after bungling his apology.

      In practice, he’d said he was deeply sorry for his outburst the night before; that he was feeling overwhelmed with the crowd and needed to step away. He’d explained that he often felt this way at parties, and to not take it personally. He’d even gone as far as thanking Roger for his understanding, which he hoped he would receive, and then he would’ve offered the box as a small token of appreciation for said understanding. It had all gone so smoothly in practice.

      “I have too many as it is,” Wyn said, tilting his chin up at the box.

      With considerable hesitation, Roger untied the silky red ribbon that was still wrapped around the box from when Wyn had received it as a gift; he could not recall from whom. After lifting the top away, both men peered inside at the thick folds of parchment cushioning the full set of fine porcelain teaware.

      Roger carefully lifted one of the cups out of the paper and turned it around, showing off the intricate, flowery pattern of dark blue and gold.

      “Why would you give me this?” Roger asked finally, looking up at Wyn.

      “Because you need it,” Wyn said, as though it was obvious. “I would imagine you’ll find this set more worthy of being used with guests moving forward, so you can get rid of that broken old thing altogether.”

      Roger returned the cup to the box and replaced the lid.

      “I cannot accept it.”

      Wyn’s brows furrowed. “Do you not like it? Would you prefer a different pattern? I have others⁠—”

      “I don’t want your charity!” Roger blurted. His face was flushed. Wyn glanced down at the way Roger’s hands wrung together in front of him. He was still upset, then. Rightfully so.

      “Listen, Barnes,” Wyn began, willing himself to try apologizing again, but he was cut off once more.

      “No, you listen,” Roger urged. “I’m fully aware of how little you think of me. Of how little you’ve always thought of me. I know the way you talk about me behind my back. But I refuse to allow you to act as though you are better than me in my own home.”

      Wyn’s defenses flew as high as they’d ever been, coming to the rescue after being caught off guard in a rare moment of vulnerability. His magic shuddered within him, desperate to respond to the sudden twist of emotion.

      “I cannot possibly speak ill of you behind your back, for I do not speak of you at all. I do not think of you unless I absolutely must,” he lied bitterly.

      “I have evidence to prove otherwise,” Roger challenged.

      Wyn’s eyes narrowed. “And what evidence is that?”

      “A little bird told me everything you’ve been saying.”

      Wyn’s heart was pounding. A little bird? Who could he be speaking of? Aveline, maybe, with her endless meddling. Or perhaps it was one of Roger’s friends from the party, spreading falsities as so many on both sides of society tended to do.

      “Do indulge me with the bird’s name, if you’d be so kind.”

      Roger huffed out a laugh. “Of course you would care more about who tattled on you than what truths they revealed.”

      Wyn’s hands curled into fists as his sides, jaw muscles working. “As I already said, there’s no reason for me to waste my breath speaking about you, be it truths or lies. Who would even care to listen?”

      Roger’s mouth fell open, and Wyn had the sudden urge to step forward and knock it shut with the flick of his fingers under his chin, the same way Wyn’s mother had always done to him as a child.

      “Ugh, is that all you know how to do? Drop your jaw like a trout when you’ve nothing to say?”

      Roger shut his mouth as his face scrunched up. “Go away,” he demanded.

      “Gladly.” Wyn turned on his heel and collected his own coat and hat from the stand in the entryway. He raised his voice to continue. “Keep the set. Sell it if you must. Donate the money to a fund for other talentless humans. Goodness knows they’ll need it when your proposal is rejected once again.” He yanked the door open. “Or better yet, go and buy yourself some decent fucking clothes!”
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        * * *

      

      Wyn’s emotions burned like a flame all the way back across town.

      If he had been at their country estate, he would’ve known exactly what to do. His private solace came in the form of a babbling stream tucked into the trees. Wyn couldn’t begin to count the number of times he’d escaped there alone and stripped out of his clothes to sit in the gentle water, allowing it to wash away whatever was bothering him. The closest he could get in the city was having a bath drawn.

      This was his demand the moment he made it inside. He rushed to his room to change, his attention drawn immediately to all of the books and papers on his desk.

      “You’re a lucky devil that I cannot make my own fire, Roger Barnes, or else your books would be as good as dust!” he shouted helplessly as he went to collect them all into a haphazard pile, before dumping them into the empty bottom drawer so he would not have to look at them for one more second.

      Out of breath, he straightened to survey the desktop in case he’d missed something. His pile of the most recent copies of the Tribune were there in a neat stack. He picked them up and was ready to throw them on top of the books to be shut away, but paused.

      If Roger really wanted to know what he thought of him, Wyn knew exactly how to deliver the message.
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      Roger fumed about his conversation with Wyndham. He kept revisiting past conversations, feeling progressively more foolish. He thought of all the times Wyndham demeaned his intelligence, his taste, his abilities. Even the interactions that had felt positive at the time—that evening at the Crickets’ when Wyndham said things that made Roger feel as if his own magic was remarkable—were now tainted with the question of whether or not it had been condescension rather than a compliment.

      The porcelain tea set would have ordinarily seemed like a touching gift, but now felt insulting. As if Wyndham was only comfortable when surrounded by things he deemed worthy. Roger knew he ought to donate the entire dratted thing, but couldn’t find it in himself to do so. He handed it to Notley with strict instructions that it was not to be used.

      Only days ago he’d been happy, optimistic, on the cusp of what felt like a bright new friendship. Now he was back to feeling like a failure. A breeze fluttered the papers on his desk. Roger strode to the window, slammed it shut, and let the curtains fall back. He tried to take solace in the familiar dark, but now he knew what the room felt like with a light breeze drifting through and rustling the pages. He knew what Wyndham’s profile looked like partially in shadow and partially bathed in sunlight. The darkness now felt heavy rather than safe. Again he began to question the practicality of his choice to live on his own.

      Maybe he wasn’t fit to take care of his own affairs. Maybe if he gave up, moved back in with his parents, married a nice old gentleman who thought him a sufficient spouse, it would be enough. Maybe then he’d be worthy of respect.

      He folded his arms on the desk and buried his face in the crook of his elbow. He knew that no matter what he did, he’d never be worthy of Wyndham’s respect. Why was that so devastating?

      He wanted to ring for tea to boost his spirits, but knew it would feel strange now to drink tea without the scent of lavender wafting out of a teapot. He was being ridiculous, acting as if a passionate love affair had ended, rather than an amicable partnership. Acting as if he’d lost years of camaraderie, rather than barely a week of civility.

      He mulled over the argument, trying to find something to be angry about. Anger was easier than desolation. What was it Wyndham had said? There’s no reason for me to waste my breath speaking about you, be it truths or lies. Who would even care to listen? The same fury that burned in his chest when he’d heard the words blazed anew. People did care about him, damn it. Even strangers did, if his frequent mention in the Tribune was anything to go by. Though he wasn’t sure why.

      That thought made him sit up straight. His project was ruined, thanks to Wyndham Wrenwhistle. His hope for fixing the testing rubric was in tatters thanks to the man’s arrogance. But Roger need not be destroyed, too. He had some defenses left. He had resources. Goodness knew he still had some remaining pride.

      Wyndham had been sneering when Roger had no adequate response to his insults. Is that all you know how to do? Drop your jaw like a trout when you’ve nothing to say? Roger would show him what he had to say. He would prove that he still had plenty to say, and what’s more, he intended to be heard.

      Before he could talk himself out of it, he pulled out a fresh sheet of paper and wrote a letter to Torquil Pimpernel-Smith.
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      Wyn’s horrid mood carried into the rest of the afternoon. He had all but begged his mother to leave him at home and allow him one missed social event, but she refused. They had been specially invited to a private concert. Wyn supposed of all the places he could be dragged to in such a state, an evening of music wasn’t the worst possible scenario.

      That is, until he realized the Thompsons were hosting the event. Cyril Thompson, as he had recently learned, was one of Roger’s close friends.

      As they entered the great room where the concert was to be held, Wyn’s stomach soured at the sight of the Barnes family sitting only two rows from where the piano was positioned. To Wyn’s relief, their seats were several rows farther back and on the other side of the middle aisle that split the rows in half.

      He attempted to look at anything else in the room that could hold his attention. There were swags of flowers decorating the windows. The chairs were rather uncomfortable, but not altogether unpleasant to look at. Wyn made sure to take a glass of whatever was being handed out. To his delight, it was a beautifully strong wine that tasted expensive. Wyn drained the glass and wondered idly if the evening had been set up to celebrate some sort of special occasion, given the money that had clearly been spent.

      When he grew weary of staring at nothing, Wyn’s gaze shifted slowly to where Roger sat between his parents. His jaw worked as he realized the familiarity he felt staring at the back of his head.

      It was the same view he’d had of the man since they were boys in school. Their seats were assigned by last name, always giving Barnes a spot at the front of the room compared to Wyn’s inevitable back row vantage point. But it was evident that they both would’ve ended up in those chairs if given the choice.

      The trouble hadn’t been Barnes’ interest in learning, nor his willingness to answer questions when called upon. It had been the way his hand shot up at nearly every opportunity, always ready with something to say. Not only that, but his propensity for stuttering and stumbling over his words was nothing new. Wyn was certain he had spent several years of his life listening to Roger Barnes attempt to form coherent sentences to share his thoughts.

      His gaze fell to the floor as he remembered the way the rest of the boys had made fun of Roger for it, himself included. Mocking stammers and whispered insults had been the majority of it, but Wyn could remember one incident when he and Barnes had been set to debate an assigned topic.

      The room was set up in a way similar to the arrangement for the concert, chairs split down the middle into two dueling sides. He’d been perhaps sixteen, Roger a year older, and he could scarcely recall the topic—he’d given little thought to the assignment and had planned to argue however he saw fit, as he was apt to do with just about anything. When it was their turn to speak, Roger had approached his podium with so many papers that he may as well have written a book on the subject. Wyn had rolled his eyes dramatically, earning a laugh from everyone before they’d even begun. A smirk had spread across his lips as he watched Barnes shuffle awkwardly through his notes, all crumpled and covered with ink blotches, his cheeks growing progressively more flushed until finally the teacher snapped at him to hurry up.

      The moment Barnes had settled on the page he wanted to open with, Wyn had called to his magic and sent the entire stack flying to the ground. Laughter erupted from the class, and though Roger was usually able to recover enough to continue, that time he had quietly asked to be excused.

      Wyn earned a week of detention for using his magic unbidden in school, but it had mattered little to him. He justified his actions by watching Roger go about his life as normal. He was always surrounded by a large number of friends, and a family that always supported him no matter how poorly he’d done on his Hastings Examination or any other assignment.

      The truth was that Wyn’s jealousy after the garden party was nothing new. It was something that had been festering for decades. An old wound had been ripped open at the sight of Roger laughing and enjoying himself with his friends, despite the fact that he was aggressively average, as the Tribune had put it.

      Wyn was never allowed that luxury. His shortcomings had been picked apart and scrutinized since childhood. His mother was always there to remind him how he could do better, be better.

      He had taken it all out on the one person who seemed to have everything he wished for.

      Wyn’s attention was drawn back to the room as everyone started to clap. The pianist had settled on the bench, arranging their sheet music, and Wyn took a deep breath to clear his mind so he could try to enjoy the concert.
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      After impulsively sending the letter to Torquil Pimpernel-Smith, Roger attempted to distract himself with work. But now every aspect of his task reminded him of Wyndham. His sloppy handwriting, his chaotic organization, even his magic were now associated with whatever Wyndham might have said about them. It was dreadful.

      He was rather horrified when his parents showed up to take him to a concert at Cyril’s family home. Couldn’t they leave him to mope in peace? His project was ruined, he was going to be the laughing stock of London, he was already beginning to regret his hasty decision to write to Pimpernel-Smith again, and now he had to pretend everything was going swimmingly in front of his best friends.

      Anthea would know something was wrong. She always did. Cyril likely would too, though he tended to be less inquisitive about such things. When the Wrenwhistles entered the room, Roger could practically feel Wyndham’s glare. When he turned to sneak a glance, Wyndham wasn’t looking at him at all. Which was almost more depressing.

      He slumped in his seat, feeling thoroughly dejected. Ravenwing had been right. Wyndham didn’t think of Roger at all. He was probably only thinking about how tedious the evening was or criticizing the soprano’s range. Roger normally enjoyed such music—he’d been enthralled at the opera—but now the arias were grating on his nerves. He wanted to be at home. He wanted to be in bed. He wanted to be anywhere but in the same room as the man who hated him and who had single-handedly destroyed his hopes and dreams. He had given himself a headache with the tears that followed after Wyndham’s departure.

      After the performance was finally over, Anthea hauled Roger over to a corner, plied him with wine and demanded to be told why he looked so glum. Before Roger had managed to pretend this wasn’t at all the case, Cyril had popped up to ask Roger when he started hating music so much. Then Harriet scuttled in to ask what they were all chattering about and did Roger know his eyes were puffy?

      He was finally able to tell them that he was simply exhausted from working on the project, although he was pretty sure that Anthea didn’t believe him.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t sit with the Wrenwhistles,” Harriet commented. “They’re here tonight, you know.”

      “I’m aware,” Roger muttered.

      Anthea narrowed her eyes. “Did something happen between you two?”

      “What?” Roger squeaked. “What could possibly have happened?”

      “Hm,” Cyril hummed. “Very convincing. What did he do? Did he say something cutting?”

      “No,” Roger lied.

      “If it makes you feel better,” Anthea responded, “he looks just as miserable.”

      That caught Roger’s attention. “He does?”

      She smirked. “Whatever spat you had must be irking him too.”

      Harriet clapped her hands. “We should reunite them!”

      Roger groaned. “I beg you to do no such thing.”

      “Well, it’s only for the good of humanity,” she said.

      “I think humanity will be much better off if we never—if we don’t interact just now.”

      “I don’t know,” Cyril mused. “According to the Tribune⁠—”

      “Oh, hang the Tribune!” Roger sputtered. “And hang Pimpernel-Smith. Half the things they print are false anyway.”

      “Which parts?” Anthea asked, leaning forward.

      “Half of them,” Roger said. “I don’t know. I haven’t exactly run inventory.”

      Anthea gave him a long look, sighed, and turned to Cyril. “I’m not convinced.”

      Cyril pursed his lips. “You said they’d be inseparable tonight. I think you should pay up.”

      “It’s just a lover’s spat, obviously,” Anthea said. “They’ll be back at it tomorrow, I’m sure of it.”

      “Lover’s—” Roger sputtered.

      “Remember how he smiled at Roger at the lemonade table?” Harriet asked, poking Cyril in the shoulder and completely ignoring Roger.

      “He was insulting Roger’s clothing,” Cyril reminded her.

      “Everyone does that!” Harriet said.

      “Exactly,” Anthea said. “It’s still on. Give them…” She cast a beady eye at Roger. “A week. At most.”

      Cyril sighed. “Oh, all right. But then the bet’s off.”

      “Bet?” Roger repeated. “Were you all wagering on⁠—”

      “Oh, do catch up, Roger,” Harriet huffed impatiently. “All of London is wagering at this point.”

      “Mm,” Anthea hummed. “And most of them are on my side.” She arched an eyebrow at Cyril.

      He hunched and crossed his arms. “I just think it would take a lot to capture Roger’s attention, that’s all.”

      Roger didn’t like to mention that Cyril had once captured his attention, although admittedly that had only been for a few months. He quickly resolved to not mention it. “I wish you’d all stay out of my business,” he muttered instead. “And that goes for the rest of London.”

      “You should put in an advertisement with the Tribune,” Anthea suggested. “That is, if you can stop squabbling with Wyndham Wrenwhistle through it.”

      Roger opened his mouth, but had no proper response. He closed his mouth with a snap, realizing with horror that his letter to the Tribune would likely not be the cut-down he’d hoped. Would it really only add more fuel to the gossip? Could he never win? He buried his face in his hands. “I hate everything,” he groaned.

      Harriet patted him on the shoulder. “No, you don’t!” she chirped. “You love us. And you love Wyndham Wrenwhistle. You just don’t know it yet.”

      “I’m not at all sure about the first part right now,” he mumbled. “And the second part is decidedly not true.”

      “I’ll believe that,” Anthea said, “when I see either of you being less obsessed with the other.”

      Cyril sighed. “Quite frankly, I’m not sure Anthea’s wrong, old boy. I only bet against her because it was more interesting that way.” He paused. “And Harriet made me. She said it would add some flavor to the proceedings.”

      “Disloyal, the lot of you.”

      Harriet kissed his cheek. “You love it.”

      Any other day, he might have agreed with her. He did love their nonsense. But right now, the very idea of him with Wyndham made his stomach turn. If they knew the horrid things Wyndham said about him, they wouldn’t be placing bets on some made-up romance.

      Hopefully after his failure with the project, he could bury himself in his rooms and never talk to anyone ever again.
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        Greetings, felicitous folk and harmonious humans,

        You may be surprised to receive an edition of this humble column on a Wednesday. This writer typically releases on the same days every week. However, yesterday afternoon letters were sent to this press containing information regarding two figures who have graced this column’s pages frequently of late. This information was of such import, that this writer could not wait another day to share it.

        We are delighted—nay, honored—to announce the engagement between Mr. Wyndham Wrenwhistle and Mr. Roger Barnes.

        Many readers will see this news and smile knowingly. After all, brief and unique though this pair’s courtship has been, it has certainly been a thrilling one filled with high emotions and, evidently, true passion. Being thrown together in such a way, it was practically inevitable. After long days of working together, late evenings dancing together, sunny afternoons sipping lemonade together, it is no wonder that romance was to follow. Sources say Mr. Wrenwhistle’s most recent visit to Mr. Barnes involved an elegantly wrapped package. It has not yet been reported to this writer what was in the package, but there is little doubt it was an engagement gift.

        This news is welcome indeed amidst recent tensions between the human and fae sets. Many hope this marriage will result in better understanding and empathy throughout society. Perhaps this pair will usher in a brighter day for everyone who chooses love over prejudice.

        In any case, this writer offers Mr. Wrenwhistle and Mr. Barnes heartfelt congratulations and well-wishes for their union.

        Your esteemed editor,

        Torquil Pimpernel-Smith
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      A faint knocking stirred Wyn out of his sleep the following day. He breathed in slowly and turned his face from one side to the other against his pillow, arms tucked safely underneath. He’d requested a special concoction the night before to help him sleep after so many restless attempts. One peek at the windows told him it had done the trick; judging by the light, it was early afternoon.

      More soft thumps against his door made him groan.

      “Do go away,” he complained, his voice muffled against the pillowcase. Wyn always locked his door at night. He had no interest in being woken up before he was ready.

      There was commotion in the hallway, and then the knocking turned into pounding. He feared the fist might come clean through.

      “Wyndham Nolan Wrenwhistle, you get yourself dressed and come downstairs this instant!” his mother’s voice shrilled.

      Wyn pulled the pillow over his head and tried to pretend he hadn't heard her. It was quiet for long enough that he thought maybe she’d left him alone, but what came next made his eyes snap open.

      “Wyndham, darling. I need to speak with you at once.”

      It was his grandmother.

      Grudgingly, Wyn dragged himself from bed and got dressed after washing the sleep from his face. Whatever he’d done this time, it was a bad sign that his grandmother had been called in.

      His first thought was that it had something to do with Barnes. He’d likely complained to his parents about the fight and Roger’s father said something to Wyn’s grandmother, and now he was in all sorts of trouble. Wyn glared at nothing as he fixed the line of buttons on his waistcoat. Perhaps I should wear my favorite one instead, he thought absently, if I’m about to step into my own funeral.

      Wyn had barely started down the steps when the chattering in the sitting room died to whispers and then to silence. His mother and grandmother were there, along with Emrys and Aveline, who both wore amused expressions that told him quite a bit before anyone said a word to him. Wyn’s brow furrowed as he came to a stop before them all, feeling that taking a seat wasn’t appropriate, all things considered.

      “What have I done this time?” he asked finally.

      “More like what haven’t you done,” Emrys said.

      “Emrys,” his mother warned sharply. Had she been crying?

      A spark of real concern tingled in Wyn’s chest. He couldn’t take any more of the silence. He decided to start with trying to explain himself.

      “If this is about what happened between Barnes and me, I⁠—”

      “When were you going to tell us?” Aveline asked in a rush. She looked practically giddy in her chair. Wyn knew she thrived on gossip, but it was a new low for her to take so much joy from their misery.

      “I hadn’t realized it would be so surprising,” Wyn muttered, which caused his mother to choke out an incredulous laugh. The handkerchief she pressed delicately beneath her eyes confirmed his suspicions.
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